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 THE CITY COUNCIL’S BUDGET PLANS
What does it mean for the West End?

This Information Sheet summarises some of the proposals being discussed in the City Council that are likely to have an impact on local communities in the west end of the city.  Services facing cuts or changes include:

· Play and youth services
· Neighbourhood Wardens

· Community support

· Environmental services such as street sweeping & refuse collection

· Home care & other services for older people
What’s happening?

Newcastle City Council is in the middle of deciding its budget plans for the year beginning April 2008.  These plans are important because they set out how much the Council will be spending on different services across the city.
The Council’s plans include proposals to reduce or reorganise particular services.  This has led to considerable debate in the west end, as some people have concerns that these changes could have a detrimental impact on the local community.  
At this stage, these are just proposals.  The final budget decisions have not yet been taken.  If you have concerns or questions, it is important that you let the Council know what you think.  But you will have to be quick as the plans will be finalised at the Executive meeting on 20th February and approved by the full Council meeting on 5th March. 
The City Council is keen that residents should have their say about matters that affect their lives.  The attached KIP Information Sheet explains some of the ways that people can make their views known about the Council’s spending plans.
Why is it happening?

Council spending is paid for in three main ways – Council Tax paid by residents, money from the government, and charges for council services.  Newcastle City Council is committed to avoiding the level of Council Tax rising in real terms.  The current budget proposals are designed to give an increase in Council Tax of 3.9% - roughly equal to the rate of inflation (as measured by the Retail Price Index, which includes housing costs).

A large part of the Council’s income comes direct from the government.  This year the amount of money that the government is giving Newcastle is relatively low.  The city will receive the joint lowest core grant increase in the country, as well as reductions in other government grants.  These factors, together with rising costs, mean that the Council has to save money.  £14 million of budget savings are planned for  2008/9.   Unison (the union that represents many council staff) estimates that more than 200 jobs are at risk.
The City Council is making savings in a number of services which, they state, “focus on improving efficiency and minimise the impact on high priority services”.   However, not everyone is convinced that the proposed savings can be made without reducing the services residents receive.  In the inner west, concern has been expressed at Ward Committees and other meetings about the likely impact of some of the proposed savings on the quality of life in local communities.  
One point of particular concern is the proposed cuts in certain frontline services  - reducing the number of people who work directly with the public.  There is a fear that the changes proposed may put at risk some of the improvements that have been achieved in recent years – for example in cutting crime and anti-social behaviour – and may hit valued local services.  The main areas of local concern in the west end are:

· Play and youth services

· Neighbourhood Wardens

· Community support

· Environmental services such as street sweeping & refuse collection

· Home care & other services for older people

The proposals affecting these services are outlined below.  It is difficult at this stage to obtain detailed information about what the budget proposals will mean because negotiations are still taking place within the Council.  It is also important to stress that this Information Sheet does not give a full picture of the budget proposals as a whole, which do include increased funding for some services, but concentrates on cuts and changes that have caused concern locally.  
The attached KIP Information Sheet How you can influence decisions about the City Council’s budget proposals tells you how you can get more information about the budget plans. 
Play and youth services

The budget proposals put forward by the Council’s Executive in January included the loss of several play worker and youth worker jobs across the city.  The situation is complicated by the fact that there are major reviews of youth services and play services going on at the moment.  These will look at how the Council will provide play and youth services in the future.   The timetable for decisions is that 

· the Executive will decide on 20th February how much money it will spend on youth and play services next year 

· discussion will then take place over the following 10 weeks about how the services will be provided and where any cuts will take place, within the budget agreed in February.  
Consultation has shown that the lack of facilities for children and young people is one of the main complaints among residents in the west end.  Parents want play centres and youth clubs to be open longer – especially at weekends and during school holidays - and to offer more activities.  
Neighbourhood Wardens

The posts of Neighbourhood Wardens were set up a few years ago in different parts of the west end to provide a visible presence on the streets.  They have generally been very popular with local residents, and are seen as having made a big difference in some neighbourhoods, helping to reduce anti-social behaviour, involving young people in activities, and supporting groups, as well as helping to improve the environment.
The budget proposals include changes in the Neighbourhood Warden service, with an overall reduction in posts.  In the inner west, this is compounded by the fact that New Deal for Communities funding is ending at the same time.  This has been paying for the Neighbourhood Warden posts in the NDC area.  The Council plans to make Neighbourhood Wardens a city-wide service, rather than targeting areas of greatest need as now.  Inevitably this will mean a reduction in the service to the west end.
Community support

The Council is proposing quite big cuts in some of the services that support local community groups and support residents who want to be active in their communities.  In particular, the planned cuts include:

· A third of all Ward Co-ordinator posts to be lost . The proposal is that 6.5 posts will go.  The areas covered by Ward Co-ordinators in the inner west have recently been doubled as a result of the changes in Ward boundaries which, for example, made Benwell and Scotswood into one single ward. The proposed changes would probably double them again by making each Co-ordinator responsible for two wards.
· Loss of jobs from the Community Development section

· Reduction in grant aid and a loss of jobs from the section responsible for supporting community buildings that are run by local residents

· Reductions in grant aid from a number of other budgets available to groups.

Together this means a significant reduction in the support available on the ground for local communities.  This is especially important for areas like the west end which experience greater problems and need more help and support than more affluent areas of the city.
In addition, the budget reports suggest that there will be bigger cuts to come affecting community buildings as the Council seeks to reduce spending in this area.  
Environmental services

The budget proposals include “efficiency savings” (including some job losses) in environmental services such as street cleaning and refuse collection.  It is not yet clear what these changes will mean in detail, and early reports indicate that they are unlikely to have a major impact on services on the ground.  Not surprisingly, however, concerns  have been raised locally about the prospect of any reduction in services, which would have the greatest impact in areas like the inner west where problems of litter, rubbish and fly-tipping are worst.

Home care and other services for older people
Another major area of concern is the proposed changes and increases in charges for some of the services the Council provides for older people living in the community, including

· Increase in charges for home care from £8.40 to £9.75 an hour – which is an increase of over 16%
· Increase in charges for meals on wheels from £2.20 to £2.50 – which is an increase of 13.6%
· New charges for transport to day centres.  Transport to day centres is currently free of charge
· Cuts in the budget for the house-bound readers library service.  This  is a relatively small financial saving but will have a big impact on a service to one of the most vulnerable groups in the community
KIP has produced a series of Information Sheets on issues requested by local residents: including What to do if you’re worried about debt and money problems  and How you can influence decisions in the health services.  To receive copies of our reports and briefing papers, or to access research advice or training, contact KIP by emailing us at kip@thestrategy.org. 
This Information Sheet may be reproduced in whole or in part if permission is sought
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