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Summary

The Terms of Reference of the Overview & Scrutiny Commission require it to provide

independent review of the Council’'s Budget Strategy and budget proposals made by

the Cabinet and recommend if consultation or representations need to be made.

Recommendation for Decision

The Overview and Scrutiny Commission is recommended to:
(i) Note the report

(ii) Agree the recommendation set out in Appendix 1

(iii)  Submit the report and recommendation on the budget saving proposals
to the Executive Director of Corporate Services for inclusion in reports on
the Council’s Budget for 2023/24 to be considered by Cabinet on 22
February 2023 and Council on 1 March 2023.

Purpose of this report

The Overview and Scrutiny Commission was requested to set up a budget savings
consultation Task Group and asked to review the £10.5m of savings proposed within
the consultation document and provide recommendations to the Overview and
Scrutiny Commission meeting on 6 February of the savings to be progressed in order
to set a balanced budget for 2023/24.

Background / Reason for the recommendations

The Overview and Scrutiny Commission agreed to establish a budget Consultation
Task Group to review the process undertaken to date and provide recommendations
around savings to be progressed in order to set a balanced budget for 2023/24.

The financial challenge that St Helens Borough Council faces is significant. Since
2010, repeated cuts in central government funding have diminished Council budgets.
The COVID-19 pandemic substantially reduced the Council’s ability to generate
revenue: income from Council Tax, business rates and charges for services has been
severely impacted. At the same time, demand for Council services has never been
higher.

The cost-of-living crisis is placing unprecedented pressure on residents. 42% of St
Helens households are likely to be impacted by fuel poverty. Many will be
experiencing food poverty and other types of economic hardship. Inflation is at a 40-
year high, affecting residents’ ability to afford accommodation, clothing, and other
essentials.

The Council’s own finances are not immune from these pressures. The spiralling cost
of energy makes it more expensive to heat buildings and keep streets lit. Rising
interest rates make the financing of regeneration and infrastructure projects more
costly. Soaring fuel costs make it more expensive to collect and empty bins. Sharp
price increases from suppliers and providers mean it costs more to deliver social care
and provide school meals. The Council’s partners, too, are experiencing similar
pressures.
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In addition, the Council faces significant financial uncertainty, not least that
surrounding the wider economic environment, but also around future levels of central
government funding. Over the years, cuts in government funding have made the
Council increasingly dependent on local revenues such as Council Tax.

Against this backdrop, the Council must prepare for some difficult decisions. Despite
sound financial management, the Council is facing a significant budget gap over the
next three years, primarily driven by inflationary factors outside of its control.

The Council has already approved savings totalling £5.3 million for 2023/24. Any
remaining budget gap would need to be filled through a combination of service
reductions, additional income generation and doing more with less. To this end, the
Council has developed a range of further savings options.

Commission has been requested by the administration to form a Budget Consultation
Task Group to consider the savings proposals and the prioritisation of such options.

The Council approved the Medium-Term Financial Strategy 2022-2025 and Revenue
and Capital Budget 2022/23 on 2 March 2022. The report set out the budget gap that
existed over the period of the Medium-Term Financial Strategy (MTFS).

The MTFS that was approved by Council at that time estimated that the budget gap
for 2023/24 would be £11.736m.

2022/23 2023/24 | 2024/25 | CUMULATIVE

£'000 £000 | £000 £°000
BUDGET GAP 6,044 11,736 | 6,357 24,137

To ensure that the budget was balanced for 2022/23, savings proposals had been
approved that provided the necessary amount of savings to set a balanced budget;
however, further savings were also approved that provided £5.3m of savings to partly
offset the budget gap in 2023/24, leaving a residual budget gap of £6.436m.

Work has been ongoing throughout the year to refine and revise forecasts, in
conjunction with updates from Government regarding funding levels for 2023/24, to
arrive at the actual budget gap that needs to be addressed. An Interim Budget
Update report was considered by Cabinet on 5 October 2022, with a Mid-Year
Medium Term Financial Strategy Update 2022-2025 report being provided to Cabinet
on 9 November 2022. These reports highlighted additional budget pressures that
would impact upon the 2023/24 budget, predominantly based upon ongoing service
demand pressures, particularly in social care services, and significant inflationary
pressures as a result of the underlying economic position.

Following consideration of these reports by Cabinet, Government has made
announcements regarding funding for 2023/24 through the Autumn Statement on 17
November and the Provisional Local Government Finance Settlement on 19
December. The main announcements by Government include:

An increase to the Council Tax flexibility, with a referendum limit of 5%;
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Additional funding for Social Care through a number of funding streams, albeit
currently the grant conditions and additional requirements of local authorities have
not been clarified by Government.

Government has frozen Business Rates and will provide local authorities for lost
income in line with the inflation rate at September 2022;

No new funding streams to address inflation pressures but with an inflation increase
to Revenue Support Grant, in line with September’s CPI.

The result of these announcements is that the budget gap for 2023/24, after
implementation of the previously approved savings, is £6.5m.

Departments / Directorates have been tasked with identifying budget proposals to be
considered to address the budget gap for 2023/24 and future years. Proposals
totalling £10.5m have been put forward for consideration. These considerations have
been shared with all Members and formed the basis upon which the public
consultation on the Budget has been undertaken, running from 16 December 2022 to
15 January 2023 and are summarised in the following table.

Directorate / Department 21%%““24 2:%::35 2:%501026
Peoples Services - CYP | 1632 | 2964 | 2520
Peoples Services - IH&SC | 2330 | 3777 | 4386
Peoples Services - Public Health | 313 | 580 | 580
Corporate Services | 1160 | 1502 | 1,529
Place Serices | 2751 | 3089 | 3500
Cross Directorate Savings | 2327 | 2960 | 3,767

As with the process that was followed in setting the budget for 2022/23, it is
recommended that any savings that are not required to be approved to set a
balanced budget for 2023/24 will need to be approved in order that they can be
progressed for future years to address future budget pressures that are forecast
within the MTFS.

The task group held a meeting on the 19 January 2023 to review the budget saving
proposals undertaken by the administration. Relevant senior officers for each
directorate attended the meeting as well as the Scrutiny Team to support the

Task Group. The following Councillors took part in the Task Group:

e Councillor Mancyia Uddin (Chair)
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e Councillor Trisha Long

e Councillor Derek Long

e Councillor Niall Campbell

e Councillor Glen Richards

e Councillor Bisi Osundeko

e Councillor Robyn Hattersley
¢ Councillor Linda Mussell

¢ Councillor James Tasker

During the Task Group meeting, officers were asked to explain the process they had
undertaken to develop the budget saving proposals, and to what extent officers had
worked in collaboration to ensure considerations have taken place on issues which
were cross cutting, impacting multiple portfolios and directorates. Officers explained
that cross-directorate discussions have been thorough. It was noted that these
proposals have been progressed in this context of limiting impact across each
directorate, and that the savings options presented, had the least impact on services
relative to all other options

The Task Group was informed and reassured that the consultation process which
was delivered between 16 December 2022 — 15 January 2023 had been highly
successful in terms of public engagement. It was noted that a 4-week consultation
exercise produced a significant response. The Consultation included:

Online survey

Social media/media support
Attendance at cost-of-living events
Detailed narrative — education
Capital v revenue

Statutory v non-statutory

The Task Group was satisfied that the process had been robust and thorough.

The task group was reminded of the budget pressures and was tasked with
prioritising what savings to implement in 2023/24 and what would be preferable to be
delayed into future years, from the proposal set out in the consultation document The
Task group focused on each directorate independently, as set out below.

Children’s and young people’s services
Integrated Social care

Public Health

Place

Corporate Services

Children’s and young people services

Officers highlighted issues in relation to the rising costs in children’s social care,
primarily associated with increased service demand and inflated cost of external
service provision. The most significant aspect of this is costs relating to children who



are, or have been, in Council care. Total expenditure associated with placement
costs for these children has been increasing annually. Despite these pressures, the
Council must continue to achieve positive outcomes for children and young people.

4.23 The Task Group acknowledged the financial landscape and the pressures that the
council faces in terms of retaining a balanced budget. However, members expressed
their concerns over many of the proposals presented, particularly those directly
affecting children and the most vulnerable. It was highlighted that Children and
Young People services is Priority 1 and all efforts should be made to lessen any
impact that would directly affect these services

4.24 The Task Group was unanimous in deferring the proposal in relation to the
‘Fundamental review of Children’s Centres and Early Help Services.’ It was felt that
reducing early help initiatives will have an immediate and long-term impact which
would inevitably add to budget pressures further down the line. The Task Group
further discussed, how crucial early help is, in preparing children for school,
highlighting emerging difficulties or additional needs, development, wellbeing and the
safety of children and young people. The Task Group felt that this proposal will
potentially add to inequalities rather than curtail them. The Task Group
recommended that this proposal saving was to be deferred, and that every attempt to
fund these service initiatives were progressed in the future.

4.25 Although members had reservations, there was some reassurance that some of the
proposals were likely to produce positive change in respect to insourcing. Officers
highlighted that re-modelling of services under financial pressures is not without risk,
however, the tasks group was reassured that in-sourcing could provide better
outcomes while creating significant savings.

4.26 The tasks group agreed to the following proposals for Children and Young Peoples
services 2023/24.

¢ Considering alternative delivery models for fostering and residential care,
including insourcing, saving £884,000

o Review of direct payments and contracts with Home Care and Holiday Play
providers, saving £100,000

¢ Reduction of staffing and overhead costs, saving £198,000

Integrated Social Care

4.27 Officers informed the Task Group that the Council continues to experience rising
demand for social care support. A significant area of pressure is within supported
living services and for people requiring support for learning disabilities. Despite the
challenges, the Council aims to deliver excellent services that promote good health
and independence.

4.28 The Tasks Group acknowledged that keeping people in their own home was
essential insofar as it is deemed safe and adequate. Officers highlighted the scope
for assistive technology which will maintain or improve an individual's independence
and promoting wellbeing. However, concerns were raised in respect to the
importance of maintaining face to face contact in considering the proposed adoption



of assistive technology across the care system. This was accepted, and noted that
that to prevent social isolation, the correct adaptation of care is the priority on an
individual basis to ensure the promotion of supporting people in their own homes as
well as preventing social isolation

4.29 Through their responses to questions, the Cabinet Member for Integrated Care, and
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relevant officers, it was apparent to have considered the implications for service
users, residents and the wider community of any decisions made. There was an
acknowledgement that impacts are inevitable, however, it was noted that these
proposals have been carefully assessed in terms of impact and risk and are the best
options in terms of limiting impact.

The tasks group agreed to the following proposals for integrated social care for
2023/24:

¢ Review of commissioned services, to include retendering of some contracts and
adoption of assistive technology across the care system, saving £1.4 million

o Review of day care services, saving £300,000

e Service redesign to reduce dependence on traditional care services, saving
£279,000

¢ Charging some Disabled Facilities Adaptations costs to grants rather than
Council budgets, saving £135,000

¢ Review of fees and charges, generating an additional £216,000

Public Health

The Council and its partners administer a range of commissioned services to improve
the health and wellbeing of its residents. The savings proposed within this remit it
was highlighted are predominantly, the review of contracts with providers for

potential efficiencies and redesign. The executive director for Integrated health and
social care believed that a remodelling exercise as proposed could be achieved
without a reduction in quality and care.

The Task Group agreed, and reluctantly accepted that the authority is unable to
provide the services in a way it once did due to the ongoing financial and funding
pressures. It was felt by the Task Group, that a reduction in lifestyle provision

and commissioned services as such, would have the potential of further pressures
on services in the medium and long term. Officers, highlighted the resilience of
such services to change, as shown during the Covid -19 pandemic whereby
services such as the lifestyle services were able to adapt, and provide excellent
services under different pressures.

Furthermore, it was detailed that the potential for some services to be realigned with
existing council services, in-house, and or recommission of some service provisions
is an opportunity to adapt and reform our offer to residence.

Officers explained that to quantify the impact was difficult, however, opportunities to
work with neighbouring authorities in collaboration to ensure service provision was
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inclusive and accessible is being sort. It was further highlighted that the opportunity to
review services under such circumstances may deliver a more focused and targeted
approach for services.

The Tasks Group agreed the proposals set out below 2023/24:

e Review contracts with providers for potential efficiencies and redesign, potentially
saving up to £313,000.

Place Service

Officers highlighted the broad scope of the Place Services directorate in terms of
keeping St Helens Borough attractive and clean, while addressing social challenges
like homelessness and crime. However, the financial challenges are significant. The
Executive Director, for Place Services reassured the Task Group that opportunities to
generate additional revenue through exploring commercial opportunities, bidding for
grant funding have and will continue to be explored, as well as commissioning and
procuring services in a commercial way whilst still retaining the social value principles
of the Council.

Whilst welcoming steps to improve income generation and re-modelling of services,
the task group underlined the importance of ensuring proposals have limited impact
on residence.

The Task Group questioned proposals such as increasing parking charges and the
potential negative impact of reducing custom to businesses locally. As well as this,
further detail around the councillor investment fund reduction, and street lighting was
requested.

In terms of the Councillor Investment Fund saving proposal, funding would be
provided, focused on priority, and targeted. It was discussed that the councillor
improvement fund can be more expensive to administer than the provision of which it
provides. The removal of the fund is a point of concern for some members of the
Task Group. In extension to this, the Task Group agreed this proposal, However,
requested that some consideration was taken regarding its potential impact. In light of
this , and all the saving proposals, the task group stressed the importance of
communication to the public in terms of the rationale and requirements of these
budget saving proposals, and the impacts on the public and community whereby
expectations may not be met.

The Supporting of People’s Contract saving proposal is, for the Tasks Group, a
priority to maintain and defer. Utilisation of that fund has historically been high, and
the support of which provides some of our most vulnerable residence. This raised
concerns in terms of its reduction in funding. The Executive Director, Place Services
explained that the supporting people fund has already ended, and, in most cases,
authorities ended their supporting peoples service as a result. In St Helens, the
council has continued to support this initiative for several years This proposal is to
change and adapt contracts, retendering of contract and eligibility to access social
housing. The funding will be more focused and prioritised to those who need it most.



4.41 It was highlighted that these savings will have an impact in terms of a reduction of
support for the most vulnerable. However, collective management of this service will
help to reduce impact. It was noted that the potential, unforeseeable changes in
demand, that no guarantee could be determined on a continuation of support at the
same levels as is now.

442 Interms of the ‘Review of Supporting People Contracts’, the Task Group felt that it
could not approve the savings for the forthcoming years budget. The Task Group
agreed that this proposal would have impact on the most vulnerable and should be
deferred.

4.43 Across the Place remit, much of the savings will be remodelling and rethinking of
service provision through targeted and collaborative work to minimise impact. It was
explained that in some cases, new systems will aid the function in terms of efficiency
and focus. The streamlining of green waste for example and the introduction of new
technology for optimisation of provision has the potential to reduce costs whilst
providing quality services

4.44 The Task Group agreed that the saving proposals within the Place remit are
concerning but more palatable that those already discussed, apart from ‘The Review
of Support Peoples Contracts’.

445 The Task Group agreed the saving proposals as set out below for 2023/24:

o Review of parking charges, including out-of-Town-Centre charging and removal of
cash payment facilities, saving £240,000

o Consideration of further reductions to the libraries service, saving up to £221,000

e Streamlining of Green Waste collection schedules, saving £120,000

e Switching off street lighting late at night where it is safe to do so, saving £50,000

¢ Increased income targets for highways developments, generating an additional
£100,000

e Termination of the Councillor Improvement Fund, saving £100,000

e Charging of some Highways staffing costs to grant funding, saving £200,000

¢ Review of the Economy Service to reduce net cost, potentially saving £139,000

¢ Increased legal and surveyors’ fees upon sale of surplus land and buildings,
generating a further £60,000

¢ Increased rental income through lease renewals and extended lease terms,
generating an additional £50,000

e Sale of commercial property, resulting in a one-off gain of £700,000

o Review of the Council’s leasehold arrangements, moving services to alternative,
Council-owned premises, and rationalisation of the Council’s office space, saving
£210,000

¢ Review of burial and cremation fees to bring charges in line with market averages,
generating £69,000

e Charging for maintenance of leased land, to generate an additional £56,000

o Higher allotment fees to recover full costs, generating £48,000

o Further options, including increased focus on digitisation and potential reduction to
cleansing regimes, to save a further £206,000
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Corporate Services

The Corporate Services department provides integral support, such as human
resources, finance, insurance, legal services, and IT, to all Council services. The
Executive Director, Corporate Services highlighted the cross-cutting nature of some
of its services. The proposals are varied in terms of the effect on budgets across the
authority.

The Task Group highlighted the potential impact on staffing in terms of pay, pensions
and working condition. It was noted that the proposal of compulsory unpaid leave
would require consultation with Unions. This therefore implies a risk of deliverability.
However, reassurances were made that the correct process would be attained in
looking at this proposal.

The Task Group agreed the proposals set out below 2023/24:

Maximisation of opportunities to generate higher returns on investments, to generate
an additional £500,000

Pensions savings, including accessing discounts on employer pension contributions
through prepayment arrangements, saving £290,000

Anticipated savings of £100,000 from the move to “all-out” elections

Increased project management fees for staff supporting the Council’s capital
programme, saving £120,000

Review of IT licences and use of electronic communications, saving £82,000

Other options, to include increasing registration fees in line with neighbouring
authorities and freezing of Members’ allowances, to save £68,000

In addition, several savings proposals are cross-cutting, spanning numerous
Council departments.

Introduction of compulsory unpaid leave for employees, saving £1.2 million
Procurement and commissioning savings, through enhanced contract management
and consideration of alternative options, saving £200,000

Rationalisation of mailing and postage contracts, saving £69,000

Taking a more commercial approach, by maximising lettings opportunities and
trading more widely, to generate an additional £63,000 in 2023/24, with more
ambitious targets in future years

Streamlining of the Council’s internal stores and stock management functions, saving
£50,000

Review of staff printing facilities, saving £27,000
Staffing budget reductions to reflect vacancy rates, saving £718,000
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Consideration of Alternatives

As part of identifying budget savings proposals, alternative options have been
considered, consultation and scrutiny feedback will be fully considered as part of the
ongoing Budget setting process

Conclusions

It was discussed and accepted that options to reduce pressure on the Council’s
financial position will inevitably need to include further substantial reductions in
service provision and undesired impacts on the residents of the Borough. The
proposals put forward it was understood are both concerning in terms of the
council’s ability to provide services and crucial in terms of the council ensuring it
provides a balance budget.

The Task Group understood the challenges the administration faces in providing
more for less but was reassured, that all potential options had and will be
investigated to maintain quality service provision and limit the negative impact on our
residence.

The Task Group unanimously agreed to defer the two saving proposals which they
believed would amount to the most detrimental impact, In deferring, it is hoped that
these provisions are looked at, with a focus to maintain such provision in the future.

Both the Task Group and officers agreed that no savings were welcomed, and that all
necessary considerations have taken place whereby the least impact would be felt.

Legal Implications

The report is in line with the Overview and Scrutiny Commission’s terms of
reference, and the Commission’s responsibility to consider the Council’ Budget
Strategy and Budget Consultation proposals made by the Cabinet

By law, the Council must set a balanced budget for each financial year and maintain
a sound system of internal control, including arrangements for the management of
financial and other risks.

Members must exercise their fiduciary responsibilities when making decisions on the
budget.

The Council’s Section 151 officer is responsible for financial administration and has
several duties related to financial resilience, including a duty to report on the
robustness of the Council’s budget estimates and the adequacy of its reserves.

Community Impact Assessment (CIA) Implications

Whilst there are none directly arising from this report, the financial challenge is such
determining actions necessary to ensure sustainability of the Council's financial
position.

CIPFA have recently stated that with public services already stretched to breaking
point the funding position will push them to the brink and will significantly impact the
most vulnerable in society.
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A budget consultation exercise providing information in relation to the budget
challenge that the Council faces and containing a survey to capture views and
service priorities from all residents will run for a four-week period in
November/December.

The MTFS provides an indication of the future financial position of the Council that
will, in turn, inform the annual budget setting process, quantifying the likely level of
resources that are available to deliver the Council’s services and achievement of its
core strategic objectives.

The budget process is key to the successful delivery of the Council’s vision and
priorities and in achieving its commitment to provide services that meet the needs of
its residents and communities and represent value for money within the overall
resources available to it.

Social Value

Whilst there are no implications directly arising from this report, the financial
challenge is such that potential adverse impacts on local economy spend /
procurement will need to be considered and understood when determining
actions necessary to ensure sustainability of the Council's financial position

Sustainability and Environment

Whilst there are no implications directly arising from this report, the financial
challenge is such that potential adverse impacts on local economy spend /
procurement will need to be considered and understood when determining
actions necessary to ensure sustainability of the Council's financial position

Health and Wellbeing

In the current environment, it is anticipated that demand for essential Council
support in a number of service areas aligned to health and wellbeing (e.g.

social care, homelessness, public health, welfare, and Local Council Tax Support)
will continue to rise. The challenge is such that potential adverse impacts will need
to be considered and understood when determining actions necessary to ensure
sustainability of the Council's financial position.

The demand and other cost pressures relating to social care are significant, as are
the uncertainties associated with existing and future funding streams

Equality and Human Rights

Whilst there are no implications directly arising from this report. As part of the
budget process, an initial analysis will be undertaken of equalities and other
legal implications of various options/proposals. Detailed equalities impact
assessments will be undertaken for individual decisions required to implement
saving plans
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Customer and Resident

Faced with such an extreme inflationary environment, residents are facing the
biggest cost of living squeeze for decades, and demand for essential Council support
in a number of service areas (e.g. social care, homelessness, welfare and Local
Council Tax Support) will continue to rise.

The Council's financial challenge is such that potential adverse impacts will need to
be considered and understood when determining actions necessary to ensure
sustainability of the Council's financial position. In the absence of the requisite level
of government funding, those actions will almost inevitably need to include further
reductions in service provision and undesired impacts on the residents of the
Borough.

CIPFA have recently stated that with public services already stretched to breaking
point the funding position will push them to the brink and will significantly impact the
most vulnerable in society.

A budget consultation exercise providing information in relation to the budget
challenge that the Council faces and containing a survey to capture views and
service priorities from all residents took place for a four-week period in
November/December.

Specific consultation will be undertaken for any savings proposals where there are
wider impacts on customers and residents.

Asset and Property

Prioritisation and scaling of strategic capital investment to support or deliver Council
priorities will be necessary to ensure that decisions are made within the limited
resource availability to ensure the sustainability of the Council’s financial position.

Rising energy costs are a significant contributory factor in the current inflationary
environment and measures to bring about reductions in energy costs/usage are key
to minimising the additional pressure, including review and rationalisation of the
Council’s operational buildings and consideration of invest to save renewable energy
options.

Staffing and Human Resources

Whilst there are no implications directly arising from this report, the financial
challenge is such that potential adverse impacts will need to be considered and
understood when determining actions necessary to ensure sustainability of the
Council's financial position. In the absence of the requisite level of government
funding, and given the extent of the budget gap, there is a high potential for those
actions to impact on staffing within the authority

Risks

This report sets out the scale of budget challenges and highlights many of the risks
that exist in relation to the Council’'s ongoing financial position and sustainability.

The comprehensive assessment of risks forms a vital part of the MTFS, budget
setting and Reserves Strategy process.
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21.

Individual risks that may arise from savings options / proposals will be set out
clearly as part of the decision-making process in relation to each individual
saving

Finance
As detailed in the report
Policy Framework Implications

The Budget Consultation Scrutiny Task Group report considers all six of the Borough
Priorities

Impact and Opportunities on Localities

Whilst there are no implications directly arising from this report, the financial
challenge is such that potential adverse impacts will need to be considered and
understood when determining actions necessary to ensure sustainability of the
Council's financial position

Background Documents

Medium Term Financial Strategy 2022-2025 and Revenue & Capital Budget 2022- 23
(Cabinet 23 February 2022, Council 2 March 2022).

Financial Monitoring Report — Period 1 2022/23 (Cabinet 13 July 2022).
Interim Budget Report (Cabinet 5 October 2022).

Budget Consultation Narrative

Appendices

Appendix 1. Recommendations



Appendix 1- Budget Savings proposals Recommendations

Rec | Recommendations Responsible Agreed Action and
No Officer Date of
Implementation
1 Deferment of proposal ‘Fundamental
review of Children’s Centres and Early
Help Services as per paragraph 4.25
2 Agree the Children and Young People’s
proposals as per paragraph 4.27
3 Agree the Integrated Social Care
proposals as per paragraph 4.31
4 Agree the Public Health proposals as per
paragraph 4.36
5 Deferment of the Review of Supporting
People contracts as per paragraph 4.41-
4.43
6 Agree the place service saving proposals
as per paragraph 4.46
7 Agree the Corporate service saving
proposals as per paragraph 4.49-4.50




