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Kent County Council (KCC) provides a huge range of essential services to the people of Kent.  Some of these services, like repairing potholes and running libraries, are highly visible, others less so.  KCC provides help and support to people of all ages who need it.  We believe those services to the young, the elderly, the vulnerable and those with disabilities are a true test of a successful Kent community even though you may not see them every day.

To help us keep the county’s finances focused on what is most important we have a number of key objectives, known as our strategic outcomes. These set out the basic priorities for our spending and ensure we don’t waste money.  Currently, the three key objectives we have set are:

· Children and young people in Kent get the best start in life
· Kent communities feel the benefits of economic growth by being in-work, healthy and enjoying a good quality of life
· Older and vulnerable residents are safe and supported with choices to live independently

Further information can be found in our strategic statement, Increasing Opportunities, Improving Outcomes

So, when times are tough financially, it is more important than ever to spend our money wisely. The Council has some big decisions ahead and we would value your thoughts before they are taken.   We’d like to hear your views on: 

· Council tax – is a modest rise acceptable if it helps to sustain the services you most value? 
· The future of our services – are we focussing on the right priorities or have we got some things wrong? 
· How can we improve our communication with you – so that you are aware of the challenges we face now and in the future? 



The Big Challenge

[bookmark: _GoBack]You may have seen in the media that some councils have rapidly spiralled into crisis and now face cutting services to the bone just to stay afloat.  KCC is not one of these authorities.

We have always been careful with your money and taken some common-sense decisions to manage services wisely.  In some of the areas you tell us are most important to you we have even been able to increase investment and spending. 

There is no doubt, that we still face some tough decisions.  The Government has committed to rebalance the national economy so that public spending does not keep growing beyond what it says the country can afford.  Councils have been given a flat cash settlement until at least 2020.  That means the cash we have to spend on services has not kept pace with the costs and demand for those services which have been rising for a number of years.

Taken together, the impact of rising demand and reduced government funding on KCC’s finances means there is forecast to be a shortfall in the region of £94m in 2019-20.  That’s a huge amount of money but remember that Kent is a very large county with an annual budget for services of just under £1bn, and a proven track record of balancing the budget each year.

KCC manages money wisely, but the truth is that making changes to your council tax alone would not be enough to balance the budget.  We must also look to reduce the council’s outgoings and find other ways to meet rising demand without increasing spending.  That drive for efficiencies has already helped us save around £640m over the last eight years, but we will need to find more next year.  We want to be as open and accountable as possible with you because it’s your money we’re spending and your services we’re delivering.

Setting council tax

Government sets a maximum limit for council tax increases (without holding an expensive referendum) and we have assumed that next year the limit will be just under 3%.  We don’t wish to be a high tax council so that suits us too.

An increase of just under 3% would add £32.96 to the KCC element of the bill for a typical band C property and take the total KCC element of council tax to £1,133.12.  Such an increase would raise just over £20m towards the council’s rising costs and reduced government funding.

Social care levy

In 2016, government introduced a social care levy which allows councils with adult social care responsibilities like KCC to raise council tax a little further in return for a commitment to spend it only on those services.  Since KCC already has a commitment to provide the best possible services for the most vulnerable people in society, it was a deal we were ready to sign-up for and in last year’s consultation we asked you whether you were prepared to pay a little extra council tax for it.  We are asking the same question this year.

KCC is proposing to levy a 2% social care increase in 2019-20. This would raise an additional £13.3m to be spent on adult social care services but increase the KCC element for a band C property by £21.92.

So, when KCC sets its budget in February 2019, it will need to consider whether council tax should rise up to the referendum level (currently just under 3%) and whether the social care levy should also apply.

We all face a big question.  Do we want to carry on providing good care to the young, elderly, the vulnerable and those with disabilities and are we, as Kent residents, willing to pay more for those services?

We believe that the public services KCC provides (particularly social care) are a benchmark of a responsible society, but Kent residents have a right to have their say.

Looking Ahead.  Big decisions are still needed.

Every year, KCC must agree an annual budget which balances the money we spend, with the money we have.  That means that the money we receive for: council tax; a proportion of business rates and government grants; income we generate from things like bus pass charges – and from our (very successful) commercial services, must balance with what we spend.  It is possible to top-up with money from reserves but of course, that’s not sustainable for too long.

Having our strategic priorities, Increasing Opportunities, Improving Outcomes has helped us protect these ‘front line’ services, but naturally means that spending reductions have fallen more heavily on other areas.  We try to tackle that by doing the same job for less money (efficiency) and also by doing a better job by doing things differently (transformation). Whilst it’s good to avoid ‘buzzwords’ these are a useful shorthand for the different approaches we have taken to meet the challenge outlined above without reducing core front-line services.


Even so, the magnitude of the financial challenge ahead means that we cannot always promise to protect some of the services that you (and we) feel to be important. That’s why it’s important for us to understand what matters most to Kent residents. 

Do we tell you enough, or too much, about the challenges we face? 

We want to be as up-front and transparent with you as possible.  Your input helps us make decisions, and we hope you can understand the pressures and decisions we face.

With a budget approaching £1bn and more than 1.5 million residents to serve, our budget is complex.

Our aim is to ensure that you have the information available to help us tackle these big decisions together and encourage more transparency and involvement from taxpayers and service users when we set our budget. 

We all love our great county, but it is going to need to become a lot more self-sufficient in the future with less funding from government, so income from council tax and business rates will be increasingly important.  That means your voice needs to be heard so the decisions we make are the right ones for Kent.  

Please take part in our consultation. 

The consultation runs from 11 October 2018 and closes on 21 November 2018.

Consultation responses will be considered by Members at their Cabinet Committee meetings taking place throughout January 2019 before the budget is debated and implemented at County Council in February 2019.

To take part in this consultation, please go visit our website kent.gov.uk/budget
and complete the online form.

Alternatively, please complete the word version available online and return to the following address:
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Kent County Council
Finance - Room 3.08
Sessions House
Maidstone
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