From: John Simmonds, Cabinet Member for Finance
Susan Carey, Cabinet Member for Commercial and Traded Services

Subject: Budget Campaign and Consultation 2017
Classification: Unrestricted
Summary:

Following the Budget Campaign and Consultation, this report sets out an evaluation of
the levels of participation and engagement.

1. Budget Campaign and Consultation

1.1 The budget communication and consultation campaign was launched on 12t
October and closed on 3" December. The campaign was aimed at reaching a wide
audience of Kent residents, businesses and other interested parties to inform them
of the budget challenge arising from a combination of rising spending
demands/costs (which are unfunded), reductions in central government funding and
restrictions on our ability to raise council tax. As a result of the campaign we hoped
that sufficient numbers would be motivated to engage with the consultation. The
Campaign was led by the Revenue and Tax Strategy team with support from
representatives from the Communications & Consultations team.

1.2 The campaign was primarily delivered through the council’s website: KCC Budget
Consultation - 2018/19 - Draft Budget Strategy 2018/19 - Kent County Council
Consultations.  For a relatively modest investment of just over £2k, the
communications activity had a very positive impact, Facebook advertising in
particular accounted for nearly two thirds of the traffic to the consultation page. This
dedicated page provided a high level summary of the financial challenge with links
to the consultation questionnaire, and more detailed supporting information. Chart
1 below shows the unique page views of the consultation site, with external traffic
increasing more than eight times compared to last year:
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https://consultations.kent.gov.uk/consult.ti/BudgetConsultation2018/answerQuestionnaire?qid=4785667
https://consultations.kent.gov.uk/consult.ti/BudgetConsultation2018/answerQuestionnaire?qid=4785667
https://consultations.kent.gov.uk/consult.ti/BudgetConsultation2018/answerQuestionnaire?qid=4785667

1.3

2.1

2.2

2.3

Press releases were issued at the consultation launch with a reminder press
release a couple of weeks later. An interview with John Simmonds appeared on the
website talking about the budget challenge. Paul Carter did various interviews at
the launch and media work was undertaken with:

« BBC South East Today

« BBC Radio Kent

e ITV Meridian

e KM newspapers (Paul Francis)
¢« KMFM

« Kent Online

e News Shopper

Consultation Strategy

Following the level of engagement last year (510 responses), it was agreed that
further investigation would be carried out to improve levels of engagement. This
resulted in a new strategy being developed and agreed. This strategy included a
social media campaign (Twitter and Facebook) using short digital videos to drive
traffic to the KCC’s dedicated web page. The anticipated benefits and risks with this
approach were:

Benefits Risks
Innovative & different Low survey response
More engaging Adverse public reaction to use of

any public money on consultation

Increased response rate

Low cost

In previous years we have used market research to support the consultation. This
research has included a telephone/face to face interviews with a structured sample
of Kent residents and more in-depth full day/half day workshops with a much
smaller sample of people. This market research provided us with additional
guantitative consultation results (which were fed into the overall levels of
engagement) and more importantly provided a qualitative analysis which we could
use to provide assurance whether we could rely on the outcome from the
guantitative and consultation outcomes.

Given the increased number of responses, and that we have achieved most of the
other benefits, and the risks have not materialised, we can conclude that the new
strategy has been successful in increasing engagement at reduced cost to the
Council. We need to consider why the significant increase in web activity as
demonstrated in Chart 1 did not translate into more consultation responses and
what we might do to improve on this.

Consultation Responses

In total 965 responses were received, with a further 953 which were incomplete and
not submitted. This is a significant increase in direct engagement compared to last
year as shown in Chart 2 (although as identified in the strategy section in previous
years the consultation has been bolstered by the quantitative research meaning the
total number of responses is less than previous years):
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Chart 3 shows a timeline of when the responses were received with a peak of 119
on 16™" October:
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A summary of the responses is presented below. The questionnaire explored 5 key
issues:

Council tax increases in relation to the referendum requirement

Council tax increases for social care precept

KCC’s overall budget strategy

Where savings should be made

The level of awareness of the financial challenge

The questionnaire also allowed for any other comments and included a summary of
the key issues together with impact on KCC’s budget. The consultation was
designed to seek views on these key strategic issues and not the detail of individual
budget proposals. This detail will be explored in separate service specific
consultations which will be undertaken to support any implementation.

Responses to question 1 are shown in the Chart 4 below. “In order to protect the
services you value the most, KCC suggests raising council tax by no more than the
referendum level (currently 2%). Please tell us your preference:



3.5

3.6

o | support increasing Council Tax up to the referendum level
(currently 2% which would equate to an increase of £20.88 per year
for a typical band C property taking the total KCC element to
£1,068.72)

o | would support a higher increase (even if it meant a county wide
referendum). Every extra 1% adds approximately £10 per year for
a typical band C property and increases KCC’s income by
approximately £6.3m)

o | would like to see an increase LESS than 2% or keep Council Tax
unchanged (each 1% means a further £6.3m of savings so keeping
Tax at last year’s level would mean finding a further £12.6m of
savings)”.
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These responses are consistent with previous years showing a majority support for
an increase (with a significant proportion supporting an increase up to but not
exceeding the referendum level). A slightly increased minority continue to resist
any increase and presumably would accept further savings in order to address the
financial challenge arising from rising spending demands and reductions in central
government funding.

Responses to question 2 are shown in Chart 5 below. “Local authorities like KCC
which are responsible for social care are allowed to levy an additional 2% provided
this is spent directly on the care of the most vulnerable. Residents frequently tell us
that this is a priority for them but please indicate whether you would support the
additional social care levy.”



Charts

Disagree
34%

3.7 Question 3 asked the following “if you were in charge of Kent County Council, which
services would you reduce, remove or charge for in order to balance the budget?”
This question was answered 730 times. The text has been analysed highlight
reoccurring phases in order of highest occurrence as follows:

Member Allowances

Staff Pay

Libraries

Young Persons Travel Pass
Bus Subsidies

3.8 Responses to question 4 are shown in Chart 6 below. “Budget Priorities - As a Kent
Resident, do you think that our priorities for the year ahead are the right ones?”

Charté6

3.9 Although this shows a slight majority do not think the priorities are right there are a
number of different priorities which could be pursued, and getting a mixed response
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to budget priorities question is not uncommon. We will need to do more work to get
a broader consensus on budget priorities in future.

3.10 Responses to question 5 are shown in Chart 7 below. “Do you feel well informed

about the KCC budget and the financial challenges faced by KCC in the past years
that we face for some time yet?”
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Don't need to
5% \

be informed

3.11 The 68% response rate of those who do not feel that they are well informed is a

4.1

4.2

significantly lower level of awareness than previous years, even though we have put
a considerable amount of effort into making our budget publications public facing.
We have developed changes to the budget book presentation which discards the
previous A-Z presentation and replaces it with a more inward serving presentation
based on managerial responsibilities and organisational structure. This presents a
risk that public awareness could potentially be further reduced in the future. We will
need to reconsider what public facing information we need to produce in order to
increase awareness.

Other Consultation Activity

For the second year, budget consultation was included as part of highways
seminars with parish councils. There were four seminars covering Kent. This
included a high level view of KCC’s overall budget supported by the financial
equation showing the spending demands and share of council tax/central
government funding and the resulting gap. We have not recorded the individual
responses at these parish events as inevitably these had a highways focus.
However the exercise responding to the budget consultation questions prompted
some lively debate and exposed the difficulty of dealing with rising demand/cost and
falling income. They were also supportive a further devolution where this made
economic sense, and as last year, but only if fully funded.

We also held a budget workshop at the Kent Youth County Council event on 22"
October. This event was well attended by KYCC representatives who were keen to
engage on the budget. A summary of this event is included as Appendix 1.
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4.4

5.2

5.3

A response to a Voluntary and Community Sector Survey resulted in two responses
and so is difficult to report a consensus.

A Budget Overview presentation was given to the Business Advisory Board on the
9" November Business Event. It highlighted the financial challenge faced by KCC
and measures being taken to resolve. The comments were that they would like to
do more to support KCC and would like a clearer focus on what KCC does to
support businesses. This will be an important dialogue as we move towards 100%
business rate retention.

Conclusion

It is essential that we maintain good consultation to inform budget decisions.
Furthermore budget consultation on its own is not sufficient and KCC also must
consult on service changes which have an impact on users according to the
significance of the potential change. The current two stage approach of general
consultation on the overall strategy and detailed consultation on the implementation
of individual aspects will be reviewed for next year’s budget consultation.

The level of responses to the formal consultation has almost doubled compared to
last year and represents a good degree of engagement, bearing in mind the amount
of publicity given to the campaign.

The responses provide adequate evidence to support the council tax increases, up
to the referendum and social care levy limits. We need to continue to do more work
with Kent residents and businesses to better inform them of the budget challenge.

Contact details

Report Author

e Mark Sage

e 03000 416636

e mark.sage@kent.gov.uk

Relevant Corporate Director:
e Andy Wood
¢ 03000 416854
e andy.wood@kent.gov.uk



Appendix 1

Youth County Council — 22nd November
Budget Consultation

At last year's KYCC it was recommended that information should be posted not
just on the KCC website but also via social media (Facebook, Twitter etc). They
were pleased that this formed part of this year's campaign. KYCC were
encouraged to submit a formal response to the budget consultation. Discussion
with the group highlighted some of the problems with rationing access to
services according to need and in general the group felt it was reasonable to
increase Council Tax provided that residents were made aware of the increase.
They felt that sending letters to residents could help them to feel better informed
about the budget.



