BUDGET CONSULTATION – NON-DOMESTIC RATEPAYERS

TUESDAY 15 JANUARY 2008 AT 12 NOON

PRESENT:
Rob Johnson, (Chief Executive of the Cumbria Chamber of Commerce), Paul Ashley (Clarke Door)


Councillors Mitchelson,  Bloxham, Mallinson, Ms Mooney and Mrs Brown.

There was some discussion surrounding the format for consulting with representatives of the private sector on the City Council’s budget and on other issues.  Mr Johnson commented that there was some difficulty in sustaining the forums across the current wide range of issues and keeping a reasonable level of debate. The Chamber was looking to purchase a sophisticated software package which would enable the Chamber, in the future, to carry out online surveys of businesses which could also perhaps assist in addressing this in the future.  

Angela Brown commented that, with regard to the budget, there had been discussions about the possibility of consulting the representatives of the Large Employers Group and the Chamber at an earlier stage in the budget process.  Councillor Mitchelson added that this consultation was in respect of the draft budget which would be proposed by the Executive.  However, if future consultations took place at an earlier stage, the Council would be able to consult with the Chamber on a more general level and obtain views as to areas where Council spending should be targeted.

Angela Brown drew attention to two documents which had been circulated to representatives.  These were a copy of the Executive’s draft budget resolution from the Executive’s meeting in December and a consultation paper which sought to set out the information in a more user friendly fashion.

Mr Johnson commented that the papers which had been circulated highlighted the changes which the Executive was proposing to make against the Council’s existing budget, but not against a base model, and perhaps future consultations could give some detail as to the base model against which the Council was working.  

Angela Brown commented that information could be provided,  but there was a question as to how much detail representatives would find useful and she would be pleased to have a separate session with representatives of the Chamber and the Large Firms Affinity Group to discuss that.

Angela Brown introduced the Consultation Document.  She reported that the Council’s Medium Term Financial Plan had been approved by the Council in July and that forecast had included a projected £1.1m deficit for 2008/09, rising to £2.1m in 2010/11.   She highlighted the major challenges which the Council faced, including the allocation of £1m a year to fund the Pay and Workforce Strategy, the uncertainty of the triennial revaluation of the Pension Fund, the poor financial settlements which had been received from the Government for the three year period and declining income streams for services, such as car parking and bereavement services.   She added that the Executive had sought to address the anticipated budget deficit by making a number of budget savings and these had been identified. 

Mr Johnson commented that staff costs seemed to be a big issue in the budget.  He expressed sympathy with what was a difficult position for the City Council at a time when they were trying to move the City forward. He noted the recurring spending pressure on the Pension Fund Revaluation and the proposed budget reduction in respect of Pay Award Provision and Recruitment.

Angela Brown commented that the Council’s job evaluation process was expected to come to fruition in the summer.  The Council had allocated £1m a year over a three year period to cushion the effect of that process and to allow  time for the Council to work through the impact of the process.   

Councillor Mitchelson commented that many Councils were going through a similar process to address equal opportunity concerns.  The Council had earmarked reserves to fund the outcomes over a three year period, although there was no indication that the figure identified would be spent.

Councillor Mallinson indicated that funding was being set aside to give the Council time to work through the implications but the proposals would have to be self-funded from year 4 as ongoing funding could not be taken from Reserves or an increase in Council Tax.

Mr Johnson commented on the Pension Fund revaluation and said that it appeared to be a steep curve.  He asked if there was any indication as to where the curve would level off.

Angela Brown informed the meeting that the figures which were set out were an estimate, as the final revaluation figure was still unknown.  She confirmed that the City Council operated a final salary scheme but the costs were in respect of the three year revaluation.  

In response to questions from the representatives, Councillor Mitchelson stated that the Pension Scheme was part of the National Terms and Conditions of Staff and these were not Conditions which the Council could change.    

Maggie Mooney added that there were a number of changes in the Local Government Pension Scheme which would come into force as from April 2008 which would effectively increase the employee’s rate of contributions.  However, she felt that the issue of Local Government Pensions might be revisited by the Government in the future.   

Councillor Mallinson added that all Councils were subject to the National Terms and Conditions and Councils were required to make the necessary contributions to Pension Schemes, although the actual contributions could be varied on a year to year basis. 

Mr Johnson highlighted the proposed budgetary reduction on Recruitment and felt it would be a difficult figure for the Council to save.  

Councillor Mitchelson said that, as part of the three year financial plan, 3% had been allocated as provision for staff pay awards but the figure which had been settled for the current year had been less than that and the Chancellor had indicated that future settlements should be around 2%.  This would result in increased levels of saving against the pay award provision.   

Councillor Mitchelson also highlighted the proposal to adopt a Recruitment Management Policy which would assist in clawing back the costs of funding the outcomes on Job Evaluation.   He added that the Executive was looking to draw up a criteria where 1 in 4 vacant posts would be filled, although this would depend on the impact on front line services or the impact of a number of vacancies occurring in one Directorate.  The overall target of the Recruitment Management Policy was to claw back the level of funding required to fund Job Evaluation.   

In response to questions from representatives, Angela Brown confirmed that the Council Reserves were currently at a healthy level and, if the budget reduction proposals were accepted, this would go some way to replenishing the level of Council Reserves.

Representatives highlighted the income from Industrial Estates.    

Angela Brown confirmed that the income from Industrial Estates was not allocated to Reserves but was income to the Council’s base budget.   The base budget assumed a certain level of income, although the Council was currently also considering issues such as the Local Asset Vehicle.  The key concern of the Council would be to maintain income levels.   

Councillor Mallinson commented that the Local Asset Vehicle would need to improve assets and provide an income to support the revenue expenditure of the Council.  He added that the income enabled Carlisle City Council to carry out functions which other Councils were unable to provide.  The Recruitment Management proposal would reduce the number of staff working for the Authority but he highlighted the position that the Council currently employed more staff per resident than was the case at other Authorities in the County.   

Councillor Mitchelson added that the Council saw itself as a Regional Capital and a Profile City and needed to maintain that position.  The Council had been able to undertake additional functions to other Authorities in the County and elsewhere and this was possible because of the Council’s income streams, which included income from industrial estates, car parking, etc.   However, some of those income streams were currently reducing and this added to the budget pressures.

Mr Johnson commented on the Council’s approach to the LABGI funding and the match funding which had also been provided.  He felt that this approach had been a very constructive and positive way to move forward.

Mrs Brown added that there was currently a consultation paper but she did not anticipate there being any LABGI funding in 2008/09 and there could perhaps be a reduced level in 2009/2010.

Representatives raised the issue of future development of Industrial Estates and felt that the Council should not underestimate the success of its previous policy of putting Industrial Estates in place which had been good for both the Council and the City.    

Councillor Mitchelson added that the Council, in considering the issue of Industrial Estates, needed to be guided by what was in the best interests of Carlisle and the best way of taking the City forward economically.

Councillor Bloxham added that the outcome of the District Plan Inquiry would be known shortly.  One of the outcomes could be that there would be a large increase in housing and accommodation for students and others and would require more investment in housing and education.  However, in order to maintain the City’s economy, it would also need to consider allocation for industry.    Representatives commented that a number of housing developments had already been carried out on previous brown field land which had reduced the amount of industrial land available and further consideration would need to be given to providing an adequate supply of industrial land in the City.

Councillor Mitchelson felt that the way forward had already been identified as part of the Economic Strategy which had recognised a need for more land for business and housing.

Councillor Bloxham added that the outcome of the District Plan and the developments in education were all coming together and it was an opportunity which should not be missed.

Councillor Mitchelson then thanked the Representatives of the Chamber and the Large Firms Affinity Group for attending and for their input.   

The meeting ended at 12.30 pm.
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