
Revenue & Capital Budget 2015/16  
The Conservative Alternative Budget  

  
  
Advice from the s151 Officer  
  
Senior finance support has been provided to assist the Leader of the Conservative Group to 
formulate an alternative budget that reflects their policy priorities.  
  
The Alternative Budget proposed by the Conservative Group would be a legal, balanced 
budget for 2015/16, as per the changes set out in Appendix 1 and the revised Capital 
Investment Programme as presented in Appendix 2.  The potential implications for 2016/17 
and 2017/18 have not been considered as part of these proposals.    
  
I have previously reported to members that my professional view is that Council Tax 
increases should not normally be set significantly below the level of inflation. The 2014 
Autumn Statement shows forecast levels of inflation of 1.5% (2014), 1.2% (2015) and 1.7% 
(2016). Section 2 of the report sets out the 3 year savings target for 2015/16 to 2017/18 
totalling £90.4m. Failing to make any increase at all, or indeed opting for a reduction in 
Council Tax permanently reduces the tax base and makes no contribution to the deficit and 
a reduction would worsen the position.    
  
The Government has announced a further allocation of Council Tax Freeze Grant, 
equivalent to a 1% increase in Council Tax or 2015/16 which mitigates to some degree any 
decision taken not to increase Council Tax for the forthcoming year. However it should be 
noted that based on experience from previous years, this funding will be rolled in the 
Councils Settlement Funding Assessment allocation and be subject to the annual reduction 
in that income in future years. My clear advice is that in accepting this grant, Cabinet and 
Council would be accepting the danger of further funding gaps in future years.  
  
The additional savings proposals below are reasonable but require further detailed modelling 
to ensure that they are deliverable at the levels and within the timescales given. In particular, 
this modelling will need to ensure that there is no double counting of savings against existing 
proposals and that more detailed estimates can be drawn up.  
  
  
Conservative Group Shadow Budget  
  
Introduction  
  
The alternative Budget proposed by the Conservative Group would be a legal budget.  
  
There is a difference of £10.9m in the net structural savings proposals for 2015/16 from 
those proposed by the administration.  
This budget also looks in less detail to the 2016/17 and 2017/18 financial position.  
  
The Conservative Group recommends two main routes to additional achievable savings 
across the next 3 years. The first route would provide savings of £10m a year via the 
merging of staff support structures with another Borough or Boroughs. The second route 
would provide savings of around £900,000 from the reduction in staff and publications from 
the Communications department1. There are also other simple measures that would enable 
further improvements and savings in services, but their benefits would only be quantifiable in 
later years.  
  



Apart from the £900,000 taken from the Communications 
department, the spending commitments would remain the same as those in the budget 
proposed by the administration.  
  
Background  
  
We welcome many of the new savings proposed by the Outcomes Panels, and the 
opportunity for Labour colleagues to make a detailed re-assessment of spending priorities.  
  
We acknowledge and welcome that Lambeth received £100m from the Decent Homes 
Programme, the largest grant to a local authority in the country from central 
government to improve dilapidated housing stock, and celebrate with social housing tenants 
when their lives and the lives of their families and loved ones have been improved as a 
result.  
  
We welcome the grant from central government for Early Intervention to help troubled 
families across the borough, and give children a real chance of being able to improve their 
chances of success at school and in later life.  
  
We commend the £20m savings across 3 years as a result of Lambeth sharing an 
integration of health and care in adult services with the London Borough of Southwark, and 
the work being done to ensure that our most vulnerable residents will be looked after.  
  
But we believe that in a difficult funding environment, the logic of shared services must be 
extended in order to ensure that other services to our residents can be protected, and that 
as a borough we need to have a vision of where we would like to be in 10 years time that 
does not heavily rely on central government funding.  
  
A merger  
  
The Conservatives would merge the staffing structure of Lambeth with another borough or 
boroughs in order to see the creation of a single staffing structure, delivering savings of up 
to £10 million per year in each authority, similar to the kind of restructuring and cost 
savings being carried out successfully by other local authorities in London.  
Initially the focus would be on merging management structures - reducing 
duplication between the boroughs, and the proportion of spending that goes on senior 
management. In the longer term there would be opportunities for further savings to reduce 
overheads.  
Lambeth would continue to be a separate sovereign body with its own elected councillors, 
cabinet and leaders, maintaining its distinct identity and retaining the ability to develop 
policies and priorities that matter to its local residents.   
The restructure that will come about as a result of sharing services will not only create 
savings but improve governance, as lines of accountability within and between individuals 
and departments will be made clearer.   
By way of example, whilst there are many excellent officers working hard within Lambeth 
Living and the housing department of the council, a merger with another borough would 
implement the kind of streamlined management structure that would finally address the 
shambolic issues around tendering and execution of major works, maintenance and repair 
works and leaseholder engagement that have dogged tenants and leaseholders in Lambeth 
for as long as anyone can remember.  
Most of the approximately 1,000 staff that has left the council over the last few 
years appear to be employees and temporary staff at the lower end of the organisation. The 
management structure of most Lambeth departments is still top-heavy with directors and 
managers. The merging of staff with another borough would therefore have a direct impact 



on directors and managers, but a minimal effect on staff working face-to-face with residents, 
for example social workers and health workers.  
Therefore it may be that merging the staffing structure of Lambeth with another borough will 
create more than a £10m saving each year.  
We acknowledge that the savings in the first year as a result of the sharing of staff would not 
start to be achieved until around October 2015, but we believe on the advice of officers that 
the savings proposed for 2015-16 are achievable.   
  
If these proposals were to be delivered by 1st October 2015, £5m of this target would be 
expected to be delivered in 2015/16, with the balance to be delivered in 2016/17.  
  
We are confident that if Lambeth went into a joint working relationship with another borough 
it would generate sufficient savings to meet the cost of the reduction in council tax and other 
suggested spending commitments.  
  
There will be no change to the balanced position as our proposed reduction in council tax 
and other proposals are accompanied by an identification of additional savings in addition to 
those proposed by the current administration.  
Communications  
Under the current Labour administration, an estimated £900,000 a year is spent 
on communications. The Conservative Group’s alternative budget will 
reduce this spend, ending the need for a Director of Campaigns and Communications, 
ending Lambeth Talk, Living Local, Staff Matters, Recycling Times and any other 
newspapers or leaflets, the stated purpose of which is to provide 
information that can easily be made available on the internet and in libraries, or posted on 
estate notice boards.  
All staff employed to sell the co-operative council marketing idea, such as the Director of Co-
operative Transition, will be made redundant. The remaining staff in the communications 
department will report to Democratic Services, communications 
being an administrative rather than a political function of the council.  
  
We believe that the ‘co-operative council’ marketing idea confuses rather than clarifies the 
responsibilities that elected councillors have to residents, and how those responsibilities are 
executed, and that spending money on it is a waste of resources that could be used 
elsewhere to help residents.  
  
The process of tendering and awarding contracts for services  
This administration has consistently failed to take a systematic approach to scrutinising the 
tender of contracts, leading to higher costs and a worse quality of service for residents than 
in other boroughs.  
We believe that without any increased cost three reforms can have an immediate impact on 
this high cost and poor service. We believe that first (1), the process of tendering each 
contract, and second (2) the choice of service provider chosen at the end of each tendering 
process, should both require the publically expressed approval of the cabinet member 
responsible.   
The fact that the cabinet member has signed off on a tendering process and signed off on 
the winning contract should improve accountability, as that cabinet member will take 
responsibility for the quality of the tendering process and the reasons for the contract being 
awarded to a particular contractor, rather than simply relying on the expertise of officers.   
At the moment there is no political accountability for the £257m of money spent on the 
council’s thirty largest contracts, and that needs to change.  
If a contract or tendering process comes under question, the cabinet member responsible 
can answer to the Scrutiny and Overview Committee for any failings, and take credit for any 
successes.   



The third requirement (3) would be that all information relating to the tenders and the winning 
bid should be made available on the internet after the contract is awarded, as a condition of 
businesses and organisations applying.  
These three reforms would improve scrutiny of the tendering process and the contracts 
awarded, improve consistency of approach, create an environment in which service 
contracts can evolve over time to provide better services for residents at a lower 
cost, help everyone make a more informed comparison with other boroughs as to how 
services are tendered, and provide more clarity around the reasons for awarding contracts to 
businesses and organisations working as sub-contractors.  
The cost savings as a result could start to be calculated in future years in lower costs and 
better services for residents.  
Opposition recommendations to Cabinet  
  
Any recommendations that we make that require additional funds all come from the money 
saved by the staff merger, ensuring a balanced budget.  
  
One consideration was to use some of the money saved by the merger to start paying down 
some of the huge long-term debt accrued by the council. Officers advised that the penalties 
involved meant that it would be an inefficient use of funds to make early repayments to 
reduce that debt.  
  
Council tax reduction  
  
Council tax income of £92m per year accounts for around 30% of the council’s total annual 
income, with the balance being funded by central government via a formula grant and a 
business rates top-up.  
  
A 0.5% reduction in council tax equates to around £450,000 in council income.   
  
We propose a 1% reduction in council tax for 2015-16, with a further 0.5% in each of 
the years 2016/17, and 2017/18. The total impact of this would be to reduce the Council’s 
income by £1.8m, £900,000 in 2015/16 and a further £450,000 in each of the two 
subsequent years.   
  
That £900,000 for 2015/16 should find its way into the economy to generate greater 
economic activity within Lambeth, and given the cumulative effect of ongoing decreases in 
the council tax burden for residents, a cumulative increase in jobs and opportunities for our 
residents within the local area.  
  
A reduction in council tax would also mean the loss of the 1.99% council tax increase 
proposed by the Labour administration (with an impact of £1.8m), but any freeze in council 
tax generates a grant of £900,000 from central government to offset this loss, which reduces 
each year going forward and gets rolled into the settlement funding assessment.  
  
That reduction in grant in future years would be addressed at that time, but along with the 
other measures being proposed, should be accompanied by greater economic activity, badly 
needed investment and an improved local economy.   
This will benefit all of our residents, especially residents who do not currently enjoy the 
advantages brought about by the revival in the national economy.  
  
On 16th February 2015 Citizens’ Advice warned that council tax had overtaken credit cards 
to become the most common debt problem in the country, which highlights 
the recklessness of this administration increasing council tax by nearly 2%, to the detriment 
of the very people it claims to be trying to help.  
  



This alternative budget would reduce council tax in Lambeth not just this year, 
but year after year after year, putting money into the pockets of our residents.  
  
Discretionary rate relief for businesses  
  
The council cannot reduce the headline business rates multiplier, as this is set nationally, but 
there is scope for a local set of discretionary reliefs for businesses to be applied. As is the 
case for growths in business rate income where only 30% of the income from business rates 
accrues to the council, the council would only bear 30% of the impact of these reliefs.  
  
However, the council can implement a scheme of discretionary relief so that we can 
achieve the effect of a 1% baseline cut by giving relief to the equivalent value.   
  
Therefore we propose a scheme of discretionary universal rate relief, equivalent to a 1% 
reduction in business rates, which would enable small and medium sized businesses to 
directly benefit from lowering their costs base, and be able to thrive and 
grow and compete more effectively with businesses in other parts of London.  
  
We anticipate this would reduce the total business rates take by approximately £1.3m at 
a cost to the council of approximately £400,000.   
  
We believe that it is essential to create an environment in which businesses can thrive, as all 
businesses bring jobs and create wealth for all of our residents, either directly or indirectly.  
  
  
  
Support for high streets  
  
This discretionary universal rate relief scheme will directly benefit high street shopping hubs 
within Lambeth that have to compete with online shopping and businesses located in other 
boroughs.  
  
Aside from the rateable relief already provided to individual shops, we would also look to 
increase support for high streets within Lambeth such as Streatham High Street by investing 
in infrastructure by way of environmental improvements.   
  
We would directly accelerate high street regeneration by making it a more pleasant place 
to shop and visit, thereby increasing footfall and turnover for local shops.  
  
We therefore propose investing £1m by way of an earmarked contribution to the Capital 
Investment Programme from revenue.  
  
The investment in environmental regeneration, employment and enterprise increases 
business investment in the borough. These initiatives are self-financing so that, in time, the 
economic benefits will pay back the initial cost.  
  
Increased housing supply  
  
The Conservatives believe that the council’s asset base is under-utilised, and that more 
could be done to encourage the private sector to work with the council, particularly regarding 
the supply of housing.  
  
We need to look more carefully at what assets are generating returns and what assets are 
capable of generating higher returns.  
  



This should be done by way of a feasibility study paid for by the merging of staff, which we 
anticipate would cost in the region of £100,000, but create long-term opportunities for 
income and savings.  
  
An increased supply of private housing reduces demand for social housing, and provides 
residents with the opportunity to buy or rent a home at a lower cost than at present.  
  
If we help increase private sector housing within Lambeth we grow our asset base and we 
engender an increase in council tax, and the economic benefits of that increase can be 
acknowledged in future budgets.  
  
We would also benefit from the New Homes Bonus grant from central government to the 
extent that, for every new home built, we would receive a New Homes Bonus to the 
equivalent of Band D council tax rate for 6 years for each new home, increasing council 
income.  
  
A more vibrant borough, investing in homes, with an increase in homes for residents, 
would make Lambeth a more mixed and vibrant community of residents, both socially and 
economically.  
  
Improvements in infrastructure  
  
At the moment many roads and pavements in the borough are full of potholes as a result of 
money not being provided for their maintenance, which creates an unsightly place to live, 
deters business investment, depresses property prices and retail activity, creates hazards 
and costs for motorists and pedestrians, and precipitates insurance claims against the 
council.  
  
The council also regularly receives petitions and requests from residents and ward 
councillors for road safety schemes to improve the quality of life of our citizens, but which 
take many years to be completed.  
  
Therefore as well as providing short term benefits to all of our residents, investing in the 
infrastructure of the borough will save money in the longer term for the council and the NHS, 
as well as generating income and increased economic activity locally.  
  
At the moment the council spends around £7.5m to £10m on infrastructure spending relating 
to roads and road safety schemes, thoroughfares and pavements.  
  
We therefore propose an additional £2m on infrastructure spending relating to roads and 
road safety schemes, thoroughfares and pavements in 2015/16, as an earmarked revenue 
contribution to the Capital Investment Programme.  
  
Increased funding for preventative social care  
  
The additional money will also release funds for key public health investment and campaigns 
for preventative purposes – spending money to save money in the medium and longer term, 
and ensuring the health of our residents in one key area.  
  
We propose increased spending on preventative measures to improve our sexual health. 
Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham have some of the highest rates of sexually transmitted 
infections, HIV and teenage contraception rates in London and the UK.   
  



Currently the largest proportion of funding is spent on clinical services, so clearly an 
investment in prevention would reduce the need for clinical services, thereby delivering long 
term cost savings and better health.  
  
At the moment we spend a base budget of around £500,000 on sexual health provision.   
  
We propose an additional £600,000 invested in preventative measures to 
reverse our position at the bottom of the league tables for sexual health. We want to make 
sure that our residents from whatever background or sexuality are not left disadvantaged 
by our lack of success as a council in reducing sexually transmitted diseases and rates of 
unwanted pregnancies.   
  
This will be a permanent improvement to health provision in our borough and will have a real 
impact on the lives of residents.  
  
Summary  
  
The Conservative Alternative Budget supports the principle of protecting the most vulnerable 
people within the community and improving the lives of all of our residents by finding savings 
and efficiency measures within the council itself, rather than by cutting the services that the 
council provides.  
  
Residents have suffered too long from a failure to tackle the accepted management norms 
that leave the council reliant on central government funding, whereby inevitable reductions in 
the grant from central government leaves funding exposed and the administration looking for 
others to blame, rather than addressing its own failure to act years beforehand.  
  
We believe that a reduction in the tax burden on our residents and businesses will help 
Lambeth residents reach their potential by generating more employment opportunities and 
social mobility, rather than seeing generations of our talented residents fail to achieve 
their aspirations in a local economy held back by high taxes and poor council services.  
  
These suggested reductions in business rates and council tax should be seen in the context 
of the national Government’s success in achieving economic growth of 1.9%, getting 1.85m 
more people into work and cutting income tax by £8,000 since 2010 so that a basic rate 
taxpayer in Lambeth has £8,000 more in their pocket.   
  
Labour members should welcome this alternative budget, which allows for their spending 
priorities to continue, finds more money to spend on generating wealth and jobs that benefit 
all of our residents, and builds in the kind of cost-effectiveness to the management of the 
council which has for so long been neglected.  
  
 


