
MINUTES OF THE BUDGET PANEL 
Monday, 5th February 2007 at 7.30 pm 

 

PRESENT: Councillor Mendoza(C) and Councillors Cummins, John and J Moher. 
 
Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Pagnamenta. 
 
Also present were the Leader of the Council (Councillor Blackman) and Councillors 
Dunwell and Castle (part).   
 
 
1. Declarations of Personal and Prejudicial Interests 
 

There were none. 
 
 

2. Deputations 
 

There were none. 
 
 

3. Minutes of Last Meeting – 10th January 2007 
 
 RESOLVED:- 
 

that the minutes of the meeting held on Wednesday, 10th January 2007 be 
received and approved as an accurate record. 
 
 

4. Matters Arising  
 
Councillor J Moher asked whether the names of individual members could in 
future be recorded in the minutes of the meeting against the points they had 
raised, and the Democratic Services Officer agreed to clarify this matter.   
 

5. Discussion on the Draft Budget 
 
Councillor Blackman (Deputy Leader of the Council) provided Panel members 
with a presentation explaining the main issues covered in the draft Budget 
2007/08. Copies of the report to the Executive on 12th February had been 
circulated prior to the meeting.  He advised that the proposed revenue budget 
figure was £242 890m.  Key elements of the administration’s budget strategy 
were also outlined as: 

 
• commitment to the lowest possible council tax increases over the 

course of the administration; 
• enhancement and protection of frontline services; 
• provision of sufficient growth to deliver the Corporate Strategy, whilst 

nevertheless seeking to find the majority of growth from existing 
resources; 
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• funding innovative schemes to provide improved services and 
efficiencies in the future; 

• strong resistance to the Brent teaching Primary Care Trust (Brent tPCT) 
cuts; 

• a robust stance on debt collection; 
• ensuring that budgets did not overspend; 
• maintenance of a reasonable level of balances based on realistic risk 

assessment; 
• minimal use of one-off resources to meet ongoing commitments.  

 
Members were informed about the specific details of growth and savings 
within individual service area budgets.  It was asserted that most of the 
savings within the Corporate Centre budget did not involve controversial areas 
of expenditure. The introduction of charging schools for Criminal Record 
Bureaux (CRB) checks was in particular noted as an area of saving within this 
budget.  
 
Councillor Blackman reminded those present that continued demand led 
growth represented a key problem within Children and Families. 
Consequently, the administration had taken the decision to ensure that a 
realistic budget was set for the service area, together with spend to save 
funds, and that the budget would then be capped so that future increases 
were in line with inflation.  The Chair questioned whether this strategy would 
be achievable.  Whilst accepting the difficulties involved, it was argued that a 
range of measures had been implemented within the department to control 
spending and achieve savings. One significant spend to save initiative 
emphasised involved bringing costly out of borough placements within the 
borough. Duncan McLeod (Director of Finance and Corporate Resources) also 
added that the department had looked at best practice in other boroughs.   
 
Councillor Moher asked a question regarding the £550k costs that would be 
met from the Dedicated Schools Budget rather than, as previously, from the 
General Fund.  In response, it was advised that this transfer of costs had been 
agreed by the Schools’ Forum.  Members were also reminded that the costs 
involved represented areas where schools should previously have been 
charged rather than the local authority.  Furthermore, not all of these costs 
would be borne directly by the schools themselves, as some would instead be 
met within central items within the Dedicated Schools Budget.  
 
With regard to the Environment and Culture service area budget, the Council’s 
new waste contract and the funds required to maintain the current level of 
standards in Brent libraries were both highlighted as areas of growth. 
Councillor John asked whether the £140k growth for maintenance of new 
public space included provision for the Stonebridge recreation ground which 
was being handed back by the Housing Action Trust.   She was informed that 
officers would have to come back with this information. Members heard that 
the introduction of charging for the removal of bulky waste would result in 
savings.  Further to concerns raised, it was confirmed that one aim of this 
initiative would be to ensure that where possible this waste was in turn 
recycled.   He also confirmed that allowance had been made for addressing 
additional dumping that might arise. 
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Councillor Moher raised concerns about whether combining street wardens 
and PCSOs would be effective if the Metropolitan Police moved PCSOs to 
other areas.   It was confirmed that this strategy would be monitored by the 
Council. 
 
In relation to the plans to achieve savings by charging utility companies in 
connection with the work they carried out on roads, Councillor Cummins 
raised concerns about the longevity of repairs and the need to require utility 
companies to do further repairs if the initial repairs deteriorated. Members 
were advised that an inspection regime would be implemented to ensure that 
roads were returned to their original condition within an agreed timeframe.  
Those who did not comply would be fined per day until the situation was 
rectified, and charges would also be levied against those who carried out 
substandard work.  

 
The anticipated cost of the current financial problems within Brent tPCT were 
outlined as the most significant issue for the Housing and Community Care 
budget.  Noting that officers estimated that the cost to the local authority could 
total up to £12 million, the Panel was advised that legal advice had been taken 
on a number of areas felt to be challengeable.  Section 28 ‘dowry’ cases were 
emphasised as one such area where strong representations would be made 
against taking on costs. Nevertheless, it was estimated that over £4 million 
would be transferred over the next year, in addition to the costs that had been 
coming through for the previous two years.  
 
Councillor Cummins queried whether publishing this £4 million figure in the 
budget would give the erroneous impression that the Council was accepting 
these costs.  Whilst acknowledging this point, Councillor Blackman responded 
that it was necessary to indicate the estimated cost of the tPCT situation in the 
budget figures, so that the position could then be monitored throughout the 
course of the year.  Further to a question raised, Duncan McLeod commented 
that it was unlikely that the inclusion of this £4 million figure would be 
detrimental to the Council in the event of any future court case.  Members 
were advised that the costs could be substantial if all contested areas went to 
judicial review.  However, Councillor John sought to point out that recent 
negotiations regarding the level of debt owed to the Council by the tPCT 
provided a positive indication that many of the areas could be settled out of 
court. 
 
The Panel were further informed about plans for a reconfiguration of the 
Housing and Community Care service area, which it was anticipated would 
result in £1 million worth of savings. With the agreement of the Chair, 
Councillor Dunwell registered concern that lower cost placements in mental 
health could compromise the level of service provided, and was informed that 
individual cases would be subject to detailed assessment to ensure that the 
needs of individual patients were met.  Following a question from the Chair, it 
was clarified that the administrative post to be deleted in the voluntary sector 
grants team was already vacant.  Members also heard that customer contact 
was a key area of improvement for the Council, with options around online 
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services, and co-location of one stop shop and library services under 
consideration.  
 
Significant issues within Central Items were outlined, with particular reference 
to the budgetary implications of the increased number of Freedom Pass users.   
The Chair considered that there was no economic cost to Transport for 
London (TfL) for issuing the passes and questioned the rationale for the 
charge.   Councillor Dunwell asked what level of control the Council had.  
Councillor Blackman agreed that the Council needed to be more proactive in 
this area and press for charges to be based on actual usage rather than the 
number of passes issued.   
 
Members were informed that the administration had taken account of the 
advice from officers that balances should be set at a minimum of £7.5 million 
and, furthermore, that the budget would be kept under review to ensure that 
they did not fall below this figure.  
 
The Panel were also advised that the Council Tax level for Brent for 2007/08 
would rise by 4.8 percent.  Councillor Blackman emphasised that this increase 
had been the direct result of additional tPCT costs, without which current 
Council Tax levels could have been maintained.  Following questions, it was 
confirmed that the figure of 4.8 per cent was a current estimate, which might 
be raised or lowered if there were any further changes in the tPCT situation.  
The Greater London Authority (GLA) element of the Council Tax, excluding 
the Olympics levy, was due to go up by 5.7% which was above the capping 
level.   Councillor Moher asked if there was a serious risk of the GLA precept 
being capped.   Councillor Blackman responded that, whilst in terms of equity 
the GLA should be capped, the additional costs to London boroughs meant 
that in practice this was unlikely to happen.  The combined impact of the 
Council increase and the GLA increase would be an overall increase in council 
tax for Brent residents of 4.9%. 
 
In response to a question from the Chair about the impact of additional capital 
programme funding for roads and pavements, it was confirmed that this would 
be sufficient to prevent deterioration of services, but not improvements.  
Councillor Cummins raised the issue of recycling bins at stations and whether 
the publishers of free newspapers should have responsibility for meeting this 
cost.  The Panel was advised that this issue was being pursued by the GLA 
and City of Westminster Council. 
 
The Chair questioned why there was much less detail on the capital risks in 
the budget than the revenue risks. Whilst it was explained that this was due to 
the different nature of risk associated with the capital programme, Duncan 
McLeod agreed that in future additional information could be produced on this 
area.  He also raised the issue of the level of prudential borrowing and 
whether it was the same as before or reducing.   Councillor Blackman 
confirmed it was reducing in the longer term.  

 
Councillor Blackman proceeded to comment on the recommendations that 
had been made in the interim Budget Panel report, outlining those areas that it 
was felt the recommendation had been met, as well as areas where 
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additional work was required.  Further to a question raised, it was stressed 
that Corporate Strategy priorities would be phased consistently over the four 
years, rather than concentrated on the later years of the administration. It was 
also pointed out that work was ongoing on areas such as analysing existing 
core budgets and improved credit control procedures. 

 
Following the presentation, there was an exchange of views about whether the 
current timetables allowed for proper budget scrutiny, with Councillor Moher  
expressing concern about the limited period in which budget papers had been 
made available prior to the meeting. Conversely, Councillor Cummins felt that 
if the papers had been made available any earlier, the information contained 
would have been out of date by the time of the meeting.   

 
There followed a discussion between Budget Panel members about the 
recommendations that they wished to make on the draft Budget 2007/08.  
Whilst acknowledging the problems presented by timescale limitations, the 
Chair however noted that there were a number or recommendations that 
should be brought to the attention of the Executive.  Additionally, he 
commented that the last meeting of the Budget Panel on 21st February 2007 
would provide an opportunity for members to discuss how well the new budget 
scrutiny process had worked, as well as recommending improvements for the 
following year. There was a general agreement that the new arrangements for 
budget scrutiny were more transparent and open than previously. However, it 
was pointed out that the downside to this approach was that only a few non-
Executive members were involved in the scrutiny process.   
 
Duncan McLeod added that the Budget Panel had been useful for officers in 
terms of taking on board the points raised by members during the scrutiny 
process. It was also pointed out that at the training the Panel had received, 
emphasis was placed on the need to address budget issues earlier in the year 
and also in the context of the Medium Term Financial Strategy and that the 
Panel would be in a better position to do this as part of their deliberations in 
the next financial year. 
 
RESOLVED:- 
 
that the following points raised by Budget Panel members be included in the 
Interim Budget Panel report to the Executive:  

 
(i) that consideration should be given to increasing the budgeted income 

from charges levied against utility companies regarding delays and 
standards of work on Brent roads; 

 
(ii) that the issue of limiting Children and Families budget increases to 

inflation should be closely monitored to ensure that this strategy is 
achievable and realistic given the demand led nature of the service; 

 
(ii) that it should be made explicit that the inclusion of £4 million in the 

budget regarding tPCT costs should not be regarded as an acceptance 
of this figure; 
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(iii) that the usage of Freedom Passes should be monitored; 
 

(iv) that further information be provided on the issue of capital risks in future 
budgets; 

 
(v) that further consideration be given to ways in which non Budget Panel 

members might best be included in the scrutiny process in future years.  
 

 
9. Date of Next Meeting 
 

It was noted that the next meeting of the Budget Panel would take place on 
Wednesday, 21st February 2007. 
 
 

7. Any Other Urgent Business 
 
 There was none. 
 
  
The meeting ended at 9.40pm 
 
 
 
Councillor Mendoza 
Chair 
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