The Council Budget

Context

Investment for the future while providing vital services is one of the key aims of this year’s budget.

Every year the Council must provide funds for certain services that the Council has to provide, including waste collection, local planning and the provision of benefits.

At the same time, the Council has a long term strategy to meet the Council’s corporate aims and ambitions to improve life in the Vale.

The current Three Year Corporate Plan (2005-2008) includes making provision for affordable housing, creating cleaner, greener, safer and healthier communities and improving and modernising access to our services. These should all provide improved facilities and services for the public directly, but there are also three aims focused on improving the way the Council does business and its organisational development, which should strengthen our capacity and lead to further improvements for public services in the longer term.

In order to meet this new focus financially, as well as working within the financial constraints of local government, the Council has made savings in certain service areas, following consultation with the public, so spending can be increased in the priority areas without increasing Council Tax above the Government capping limit.

Not all the Council’s funding comes directly from the Council Tax. Around 60 per cent comes from the Government and the Council also has investments which generate income and reduce the amount of Council Tax needed.

Working with partners to facilitate the provision of affordable housing

This year £500,000 has been set aside to support affordable housing schemes which may otherwise fail without modest investment from the Council. This level of investment will be maintained for at least a further three years.

We are also working with other Oxfordshire authorities to identify other sources of funding for affordable housing. This is linked to the Local Area Agreement for Oxfordshire, which involves all the local authorities working together on projects of mutual benefit to the people of Oxfordshire.

The Council will try to address some of the demand for affordable housing by effective use of existing stock, including both private and public sector housing.

To support people with disabilities who want to remain in their own homes the Council has committed £805,000 for assistance with adaptations, this includes both mandatory schemes, which are part-funded by the Government and discretionary schemes funded entirely by the Vale.

We will continue to ensure empty homes are brought back into use including using compulsory purchase orders where necessary.

The Council supports the Government’s intention to reduce the number of homeless families living in shared accommodation and has already made some progress on this. To further address this problem the council will pursue the provision of new self-contained temporary accommodation in Abingdon through the sale of old, poor quality, existing facilities. Work will also continue with private sector landlords who can provide good quality self-contained accommodation at competitive prices.

Improving and modernising access to our services

To make sure the public can access our services in the time and way that suits their demand the Council has committed £150,000 over the next three years. This will include simplifying how the public contact the Council, including the amount of different telephone numbers the public need to phone for different enquiries. For instance, any queries relating to waste collection, recycling or other environmental health issues are now dealt with by our Local Service Points and even though calls have increased by 27 per cent they are being dealt with efficiently and promptly with no increase in staff.

To ensure everyone has equal access to our services in a format which is adapted to their needs we will use money from a currently vacant post to fund an equalities officer.

We will also have a dedicated access officer to provide advice to developers and builders about the physical access to their buildings, to ensure they meet statutory standards as part of the planning process.

Creating a cleaner, greener, safer and healthier community and environment

The Council will continue to invest in increasing recycling by expanding kerbside recycling, particularly the Brown Bin scheme for garden waste and cardboard. We will continue to work with other Oxfordshire local authorities to meet county-wide recycling targets as part of the Local Area Agreement for Oxfordshire.

We will continue to work with the highways authority on improving traffic flow in Abingdon, Wantage and Faringdon and the creation of cycle paths. 

The Council has adopted its own Green Travel Plan to encourage and support staff to use alternatives to the car. This is backed by £39,000 funding this year (£9k revenue and £30k capital).

To increase public access to parks and open spaces the Council is planning to create football fields in Mably Way, Grove, and Tugwell Fields, Wantage and provide a new play area at Stockham Park, Wantage.

Thanks to the persistence and assistance of young people in Abingdon, in particular the members of our Youth Forum, the Council will provide a skateboard park in the town at a cost of £60,000.

The Youth Forum will be supported with further officer hours to help the Council understand young people’s needs better and to get young people more involved in local democracy.

The Vale has taken over the management of the South Oxfordshire CCTV scheme which will improve the efficiency as well as the monitoring of this already successful service. 

Thanks to this improved efficiency our CCTV team may also be able to accommodate the out-of-hours emergency contact service, eliminating the need for a separate service.

The Council is determined that the major housing development for Grove is well planned and meets the infrastructure needs of the community. £30,000 has been committed to involve the local community and to ensure specialist support and advice is available as detailed plans emerge.

In April the Council will introduce the free off-peak bus pass scheme for the over 60s and disabled, as part of a mandatory national scheme. The Council has set aside £234,000 to fund the scheme.

Improving both internal and external communication

This year we appointed a new communications officer who is already having an impact on our relations with the media and the quality of our external and internal communications. Most importantly, we have a clearer idea of the ways in which we will improve our involvement with the public generally and service users specifically on issues, reviews and new initiatives.

Building our capacity through managerial and organisational development

To develop our staff and members the Council will invest £114,000 in training to ensure they are equipped to do their jobs efficiently and effectively on behalf of the public.

Medium Term Financial Plan

This year’s budget fulfils the requirements of the medium term financial plan as it is sustainable and shows improving balances. It maintains the Council’s long term financial sustainability while keeping a nationally-low Band D charge.

Of the £1m savings identified in February 2005 more than 90 per cent have been achieved. This budget has identified further savings, detailed below.

Budget Savings

In order to ensure money is being spent in the priority areas the Council has considered a number of savings.

The Council considers all routes to identify savings and will only consider reducing services as a final option.

Members of the Council’s Vale Voice Citizen’s Panel were invited to four focus groups to discuss proposed savings and income generators that would most affect the public. Separate groups, discussing the same proposals, were held for staff and councillors. Taking their views into account, the Council has identified the following savings:

Using an external contractor to provide financial services, including benefits services to both the Vale and South Oxfordshire District Council.

Saving: £130,000 per year.

Increasing information about community funding on our website and eliminating a vacant post.

Saving: £28,000 per year

Introducing a charge for the rat control service of £20. This will include measures to ensure property owners deal with any rat control problems on their premises, including the use of enforcement powers. Provision will also be made for people on benefits and the Council will provide free initial surveys.

Income: £27,000 per year

Reduce reactive maintenance at parks and playgrounds, where equipment has been damaged.

Saving: £24,000 per year

Reduce staffing in Local Service Points by one.

Saving: £22,000 per year.

Reduce the number of council meetings and eliminate a vacant post supporting meetings.

Saving: £20,000 per year

Generate advertising income in Vale Views, the residents’ newspaper, so it becomes self funding.

Saving: £20,000 per year

Make the A34 litter picking more efficient without reducing the current standard

Saving: £18,000 per year

The newly restructured CCTV service to absorb the emergency out-of-hours duties.

Saving: £17,000 per year

General Local Service Point savings including the closure of cash offices after ensuring alternative systems are in place.

Saving: £14,000 per year

Cease the Saturday opening of Wantage Local Service Point

Saving: £11,000 per year.

Introduce charging for the naming and numbering service for house name changes, new houses and new developments.

Income: £10,000 per year

Restrict the tree-planting programme to Vale-owned land only.

Saving: £10,000

Increase charges for the bulky waste collection service

Income: £4,000 per year

Increase car parking charges for short and medium term stays by 10p. New evening charges will not be introduced and Sunday charging will not be extended beyond the three existing car parks which already have Sunday charges.

Income: £70,000

Over the next year the Council will also be investigating other income generation ideas including:

Selling the Old Gaol in Abingdon

The future of the Cattle Market car park in Abingdon

Relocating Wantage Local Service Point to the Civic Hall.

