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1. Introduction and Background

The Budget Review Task and Finish Group was established by the Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee to consider the following terms of reference:

 To perform the overview and scrutiny role in relation to the proposed Allerdale 
Borough Council budget for the 2018-2019 financial year

 To report risks or threats that, in the view of the Task and Finish Group, may 
hinder the Council in achieving its objectives in delivering the Council Plan to 
the Overview and Scrutiny Committee for consideration

 To similarly report any suggestions for efficiencies or savings for 
consideration

The Task and Finish Group consisted of:

Cllr B Finlay (chair)
Cllr C Armstrong 
Cllr P Bales
Cllr J Cowell 
Cllr J Farebrother 
Cllr M Fitzgerald
Cllr P Tibble.

The Group established its scope at the first meeting. 

In early November 2017 members of the Group attended a scrutiny training session 
which included a focus on budget scrutiny. At this session, the trainer offered an 
observation that, based on prior experience, the scope and remit agreed for the 
Group was unlikely to be achieve in the timescale and advised that the time available 
would be most productively used to build understanding of the processes involved in 
budget setting. This then became the focus of the Group’s work.

The Group met 4 times between November and February 2018. 

To provide the Group with an initial background understanding the Financial 
Services Manager gave the Group a detailed presentation on the process and 
procedures. 

The Group were also provided with an electronic copy of a brief version budget book 
showing the budgets aligned to portfolio areas. 

Scrutiny members have been looking to develop the budget scrutiny process for the 
last two years. While the relationship between the start time of the process and the 
establishing of the group meant a full scrutiny would not be possible for the budget 
under construction, it was recognised that the work being done and the development 
of a fuller understanding of the process would be useful groundwork for the next and 
future years.
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2. Work undertaken in this review

The Group worked through a number of questions over the four meetings, around a 
number of themes.

How is the budget developed?

The Council has a robust and clearly defined process for the preparation of its 
annual budget.  

The process can be broken down into 4 stages
 

1. Planning – including preparation of the Budget Strategy and the refresh of the 
Medium Term Financial Plan and detailed planning and timetabling of 
activities required to produce the revenue and capital budgets. This stage also 
involves providing training for budget holders on the budget process. 

2. Detailed preparation  - incorporating the submission and collation of growth 
and savings bids and the calculation of expected funding 

  
3. Challenge and consultation - including the ‘Star Chamber’ process and public 

consultation on budget proposals

4. Reporting and approval involving consideration of the formal budget reports 
by SMT, Executive and Full Council.

Over the last year the ‘star-chamber’ process has been refined to include looking at 
trends over time which has led to the identification of regular (annual) underspend, 
which in turn is intended to achieve small but significant savings. Therefore the star-
chamber process is not only used for the budget setting process, but is also used as 
a reviewing process during the financial year. When looking at the future budget the 
process begins with the Heads of Service submitting their bids through the finance 
system. 

Prior to the ‘star-chamber’ the Head of Finance, the Portfolio Holder for Corporate 
Resources (Finance & Property) and the Corporate Director meet with each Head of 
Service to discuss the gap and ask what are the proposals; at the end of those 
discussions and the submission of budget bids the gap had increased to £800k.

The star-chamber process involves the Leader, Deputy Leader, Chief Executive, 
Director, Head of Finance, with the individual Portfolio Holders and the associated 
Head of Service. The star-chamber discussions are considered to be robust at times.

The focus of star-chamber is also on budget planning two years hence and beyond, 
when the self-sufficiency plan ends and when (potentially) the settlement from 
government ends and the Council needs to be wholly self-sufficient.

The finance team prepares the budget by drawing upon numerous sources of 
information including income from the anticipated Council Tax receipts and NNDR 
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receipts, the government settlement, and expenditure in terms of inflation on 
contracts, and growth predictions.

The budget underpins the Council Plan, and ultimately exists to deliver the Plan. The 
discussions around policy can include investing to save. 

Initially the Portfolio Holder for Corporate Resources (Finance & Property) meets 
with the Head of Finance and individual Heads of Service to go through and review 
budgets and expenditure during the year, though this will be without the relevant 
Portfolio Holder.

The star chambers for the 18/19 budget began after Council agreed the revised 
budget (for the current financial year) at the beginning of November.

At the time of the revised budget the gap between the ‘growth’ bids and the intended 
budget was around £650k.

For several years recently the Council has underspent on its budget. Attempting to 
analyse underspend is not simple: budgets roll forward, and there have been lots of 
changes. The approach has been to not salami slice (regularly shave a little off each 
budget) but to be more realistic and pragmatic, and sometimes radical, about actual 
budget needs and expenditure. 

Previous decisions have enabled the Council to be in the current financial position, 
including the decision to protect the Council Tax base. 

All bids are reviewed through a colour coding system of red/amber/green plus blue 
which is used for those budget items which are not included for discussion, such as 
contracts and wage increases. 

All other bids are then discussed and tested by the star-chamber team, including 
discussions about benefits and risks.

What about contingency planning for slippage? 

The financial team are continually monitoring expenditure:

 the process of looking at a revised budget part way through the year was 
introduced some years ago and this allows further checking (and not all 
Councils adopt this approach); 

 the star chamber process also deals with changes in budget; the third tier 
managers now meet quarterly with the finance team to review spending; 

 this new process of Scrutiny monitoring through its task and finish group will 
provide additional checking from financial year 2018/19 onwards.

Slippage of invoices: there is a KPI in the quarterly monitoring process about 
payment of suppliers. The Council aims to pay local suppliers within 14 days.
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The capital budget is easier to manage over the long term i.e. over 12 months; the 
revenue budget can be more volatile.

The new approach to project development now includes input from the finance team 
at the beginning of the process.

The finance team is now structured around a business partnering model; the regular 
meetings with third tier managers are to enable understanding of being one 
organisation with one overall budget.

What is the policy on reserves?

The Council has two forms of reserve – general and earmarked. The earmarked 
reserve is those for specific projects which may have received monies (including 
from elsewhere) but expenditure will run across financial years. The earmarked 
reserve is currently around £5m, of which £3.6m is for services expenditure, and 
£1.4m is for in year contingencies (an example of the requirements being a wall 
collapse in need of urgent repair).

What is the policy on capital assets?

The capital strategy has been redrafted and approved by Executive on 21 February 
2018. The Council has an asset management group which looks at issues 
associated with capital assets.
 
Capital receipts cannot be spent on the revenue budget.

What about checks and balances?

For additional checks and balances the Council had an internal audit process 
including dedicated staff and the Council’s Audit Committee, and is regularly 
externally audited. 

The Head of Finance is the Section 151 officer.

The Council manages its treasury management function through the Finance Team 
with external advice from our Treasury Advisors. 

The Budget Consultation 

The group considered the draft document. Discussions were around:

 possible confusion regarding the parish precept element particularly in the 
graph –this was explained and group members were satisfied with the 
explanation;
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 whether the 'have your say' section was in the correct place in the document; 
after discussion it was agreed that the 'how to respond' section would be 
moved to the end of the specific questions;

 whether the question about increasing Council Tax on empty homes ought to 
include the word 'consider' as there was a possibility that without clarity on the 
meaning of the Chancellor's statement, the increase might not be from 50% to 
100% but may be any point between the two;

 similarly whether the question about increasing fees and charges should 
include the word 'consider';

 the date for responses to be submitted being made more evident in the 
document.

The group suggested the Budget Consultation document or a link to the electronic 
version should be directly sent to all Councillors, encouraging them to promote the 
consultation to town and parish councils.

The group was informed the Cumbrian authorities bid to be part of the 100% 
business rates retention pilot was unsuccessful. 
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3. Recommendations

The Task and Finish Group recommendations are as follows:

 All Councillors should receive a detailed briefing on the Council’s budget and 
budget setting process as members of the Task and Finish Group had found 
their briefing particularly enlightening.

 The process of budget scrutiny should be continuous.
 The Overview and Scrutiny Committee ensure the process now begun should 

continue by either:
o Additionally tasking the Performance Standing Group with scrutiny of 

the budget process
o Setting up a Budget Standing Group with a remit to scrutinise the 

budget process throughout the year.
o Streamlining the process into a single Budget and Performance 

Standing Group. 

For clarity: 
 the Performance Standing Group currently looks at quarterly finance report 

and output data and this will continue;
 the remit of a Budget Standing Group would be to look at the proposed 

budget for the following year. 

While some of the information needed to carry out these respective processes will be 
common to be groups, the focus for each group is different. 

These recommendations will be reported to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
on 9 March 2018.
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4. Conclusion

The Budget Review Task and Finish Group has completed its work. Its task was to 
review the current process. While the Group has found the acquisition of knowledge 
and understanding gained through the process to be particularly useful, it also 
recognised that the group was established too late in the overall process to 
effectively consider the original terms of reference.

The recommendation to establish a standing group to continue the work begun will 
allow a more comprehensive assessment and scrutiny of the budget setting process.


