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Budget consultation 2006
1. In order to assess public opinion regarding Suffolk County Council’s budget and spending priorities for 2007/8, the following methods were used:

· 7 budget consultation roadshows throughout the county

· A questionnaire sent to over 20,000 Suffolk homes

Budget Consultation Roadshows 2006

2. During September and October we held public roadshows in seven of the main towns across the county.  The roadshows offered Suffolk residents the opportunity to express their opinions and discuss issues directly with Cabinet members, their local county councillors and council officers.  The roadshows were held in Bury St Edmunds, Stowmarket, Ipswich, Newmarket, Lowestoft, Sudbury and Felixstowe.  

3. Visitors to the roadshows were given the opportunity to have their say on what they felt the County Council’s priorities should be when making decisions regarding the 2007/8 budget.  Six priority areas were identified and people were asked to vote for the priorities they felt the Council should concentrate on.  People had three votes each and could use all their votes on one priority if they felt it was particularly important, or could vote for three different priorities.  Over 1,600 people voted and the results are listed below:
Better Health & Wellbeing
1,114 votes 

Better Environment

   695 votes

Better Schools 

   653 votes

Better Value for Money
   594 votes

Better Roads


   497 votes

Better Transport

   473 votes

4. Comment cards were also used to record additional issues and concerns raised by the public.
Findings

5. The results of the voting indicate that the three main priority areas as far as the public are concerned are health & wellbeing, the environment and schools.  

6. The financial situation of the PCTs and potential closures of local hospitals have received a large amount of press coverage in Suffolk recently and this probably had an effect on the voting.  However, health & wellbeing is relevant for the Council in terms of the services it provides for vulnerable residents such as the elderly, looked after children and people with disabilities, as well as encompassing initiatives such as healthy eating in schools.  A high proportion of older voters viewed health & wellbeing as their main priority for the Council.

7. The environment was a key issue, particularly for younger voters.  Many of the comments received related to the collection of waste which is a district council responsibility but recycling and wider issues such as coastal erosion, climate change and the environmental impact of new housing developments were also mentioned.

8. Schools were also one of the main priorities for residents.  Although people generally felt that the standard of schools in Suffolk is good, they felt that schools should remain a priority for spending.  Some of the younger people voting for schools referred to the condition of their classrooms and school buildings. 

9. ‘Better Value for Money’ is the only option that is not service related and this may be a reason for it being a less popular option.  It was something people felt the Council should strive for as a matter of course rather than it being an option to vote for.  Overall, very few people commented on the level of their council tax which was a marked difference to last year’s budget consultation roadshows where the level of council tax was the main issue mentioned by the public. 

10. A wide range of issues were covered via the comment cards.  The issues most frequently mentioned were:
a) Roads and pavements – most comments related to specific roads or pavements that were in need of repair or repairs that had not been completed satisfactorily

b) Public transport – comments generally related to reliability or lack of services at particular times or in particular locations  

c) Waste/recycling – the majority of these comments were District Council issues and related to the collection of waste and dissatisfaction with the move towards fortnightly collections.  There were also several enquiries about the recycling of specific materials such as plastic and glass

d) Policing/community safety – there were several comments about the lack of visible policing, anti social behaviour and traffic/parking regulations not being observed

Observations
11. Many people do not know how their council tax is being used by Suffolk County Council and there continues to be confusion over the roles and responsibilities of public authorities.  Services such as rubbish collection, street cleaning, planning, roads and transport are seen as responsibilities of ‘the Council’.  There is little understanding of which services are provided by the County Council and which are provided by the District/Borough councils

12. People appreciated the opportunity to speak to their local county councillors and Cabinet members at the roadshows.  The presence of local councillors this year was important in helping to engage with local residents 

13. Using the coloured balls and voting tubes attracted attention and was a good way of initiating debate 

14. People were content to speak to councillors and officers at the time but were less interested in taking away information or formally taking their issues further by submitting questions to scrutiny
Suffolk Speaks postal questionnaire

Methodology

15. 23,300 questionnaires were sent out to randomly selected addresses in Suffolk.  The questionnaires were done in partnership with the District/Borough Councils and Suffolk Police Authority through the Suffolk Speaks partnership.  3,842 questionnaires were returned, representing a response rate of 16.5%.
Findings

16. Results are weighted by household type, tenure, age and local authority area.

17. Question -  Were you aware or unaware of this division of funds between the various authorities?

Very aware


15%

Fairly aware


45%

Neither aware nor unaware
15%

Fairly unaware


14%

Very unaware


11%

e) 60% of respondents say they are aware of the division of funds between various authorities.

f) Respondents in Ipswich most likely to be aware (68%), respondents in St Edmundsbury are least likely to be aware (54%).

g) Women, younger respondents, those that are not working and those that don’t pay council tax are less likely to be aware of how the funds are divided.

18. Question -  If the County Council were able to improve or increase some services, which five of the following do you think would be the most important for increased expenditure? (Respondents were given a list of services provided by the Council in order to answer this question)

Community safety and crime prevention

64%

Care and support for older people


64%

Maintenance and management of roads, 

footpaths, cycle paths and rights of way

57%

Household waste and recycling centres

52%

Fire and rescue services



48%

h) There is little variation between districts although respondents in Forest Heath are more likely to prioritise the maintenance and management of roads, footpaths etc.

i) Respondents that are over 60 or retired are more likely to prioritise concessionary travel and care and support for older people, whilst younger respondents and those with dependent children are unsurprisingly more likely to prioritise schools services, care and support for children and families, and parks, playing fields and open spaces.

19. Question -  If the County Council had to reduce some services, which five of the following do you think would be the most suitable for decreased expenditure?  (Respondents were given a list of services provided by the Council in order to answer this question)

Traffic management (bus lanes, traffic calming)
71%

Adult learning





49%

Trading standards




47%

Emergency planning




44%

Library services




39%

j) There is little variation by district although the percentage saying that the maintenance of roads etc would be suitable for decreased expenditure ranges from 9% (St Edmundsbury) to 22% (Waveney).  Younger respondents are more likely to say that the maintenance of roads and concessionary travel  would be suitable for decreased expenditure.  Respondents with dependent children are more likely to say that concessionary travel would be suitable for decreased expenditure.

20. Question -   Were you aware that the County Council provides such a wide range of services?

Very aware


25%

Fairly aware


56%

Neither aware nor unaware
12%

Fairly unaware


5%

Very unaware


2%

k) 81% of respondents say they are aware of the range of services provided by the council.

l) Respondents from Forest Heath are less likely to be aware of the range of services provided by the council (73%).

21. Question - Thinking about the County Council share of the Council Tax which of the following statements do you most agree with?

Improve the level of service even if it means 

significantly increasing the Council Tax


7%

Maintain a similar level of service as now by

moderately increasing Council Tax



46%

Reduce some services in order to keep Council

Tax increases as low as possible



47%

m) There is little variation by demographic group although those living in rented accommodation (social and private) are more likely to favour reducing services to keep council tax as low as possible.

n) The District/Borough councils also asked this question in relation to their element of the Council Tax and got the same response.  However, residents in Forest Heath and Ipswich were more likely to favour reducing District/Borough council services in order to keep Council Tax increases as low as possible.

For further information on any of the above, please contact Alison Wheatland (Alison.Wheatland@comms.suffolkcc.gov.uk) or 01473 264403.
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