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Page 132: Options related to each of the five measures are set out below:

Forecasting the Medium-Term Budget

Measure One:
Challenge Financial Assumptions

e The Autumn Statement 2022 set out public spending totals for the financial years 2023/24 and 2024/25 in broad terms and
announced additional funding for local government via additional Social Care grants. But indications at this time were that
Councils would still be required to increase Council Tax in order to achieve the forecast Core Spending Power totals.

e The provisional settlement in December 2022 only confirmed spending allocations for 2023/24 with some additional
principles for 2024/25 but no actual firm allocations.

e Overall Core Spending Power, which is the measure of the resources available through the Local Government Finance
Settlement to local authorities to fund service delivery, will increase by 8.4% for Cheshire East (compared to 9.2% for the
England average). This includes extra funding for social care reform and business rates multiplier cap compensation.

e The settlement is the best in cash terms that local government has received for over a decade. And yet, in real terms, the
settlement will still leave many local authorities with a significant financial gap to close.

o Core Spending Power includes:
Business Rates

- Business Rate income, used to support the revenue budget, is due to increase in line with CPI (10.1%) for 2023/24.
However, as the national multiplier has been frozen at 2022/23 levels to assist businesses further through the economic
recovery the additional income will come from a combination of an uplift in Baseline Funding Levels (3.74%) and cap
compensation (6.36%). No further local growth forecasts have been assumed over the medium-term but some of the
additional income from the multiplier cap (£4.6m) is being used to support the Business Rates budget in 2023/24.

- Ministers have confirmed that the review of the current Business Rates Retention Scheme will be delayed until possibly as
late as 2026/27.
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Revenue Support Grant (RSG)

- RSG reduced to nil from 2019/20 for Cheshire East Council (barring £7,000 payable in 2022/23). This has been increased
by CPI inflation (10.1%) and the Council Tax Admin Subsidy grant of £0.380m has been rolled in for 2023/24. The
Government settlement continues to assume authorities can replace an element of lost grant with Council Tax increases.
However, this is a local discretion and is subject to referendum limits on base increases (increased from 2% in 2022/23 to
3% for 2023/24 for base/unring-fenced increases).

New Homes Bonus (NHB)

- Legacy payments from previous allocations have now ceased and the Local Government Provisional Settlement in
December 2022 announced one further round of NHB allocations for 2023/24 but this will be another single payment and
will attract no further legacy payments.

Specific Grants

- These remain subject to ad-hoc information releases from Government departments. Where no information is available
assumptions are used based on the reductions in general funding levels or past trends.

- During the Autumn Statement 2022 and then confirmed in the Provisional Settlement in December 2022, additional new
social care grant funding for Local Government was announced for the coming two years, partly as a result of delaying the
rollout of the Adult Social Care charging reform from October 2023 to October 2025. Further details on all grant allocations
can be found in Section 2: Financial Stability, and Appendix 7 of the MTFS.

Council Tax Estimates

- Core Spending power also assumes all authorities will increase Council Tax in-line with the maximum allowed before
referendum limits. For 2023/24 this is 4.99% (including 2% ring-fenced for Adult Social Care for all unitary authorities with
responsibility for social care).




Forecasting the Medium-Term Budget

Measure Two:
Review Local Taxation

The Council retains the opportunity to review current funding assumptions:

¢ Income from local taxation was hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic and impacted on council collection targets from March
2020. The effect on non-collection continued to a lesser extent into 2021/22 while the economy and employment levels
slowly recovered. Central Government support has been provided in part and the ability to spread deficits in collection fund
budgets from the 2020/21 in-year outturn (over the period 2021/22 to 2023/24) was welcome. Any possible future deficits
resulting from the 2022/23 outturn and beyond will be managed through the Collection Fund Earmarked Reserve.

e Council Tax will rise in line with Government expectations and to support Adult Social Care by the acceptance of raising a
further 2% ring-fenced precept (4.99% in total). This approach supports the development of a balanced Medium-Term
Financial Strategy.

¢ Increases for later years will be reviewed annually but current assumptions are for a further 4.99% in 2024/25 and 2.99%
thereafter, which is in-line with national target inflation plus a further 1% p.a. for ASC. This approach matches assumptions of
potential increases in costs also linked to inflation.

¢ The Council will continue to review its taxbase in light of any further flexibility made available by legislation. The potential for
development in the area, backed by the Council’s continued support for economic growth, is also likely to carry on increasing
the domestic and non-domestic taxbases over time.

¢ The taxbase has been calculated in accordance with the Council’s local policy to offer no reduction for empty properties
except that Discretionary reductions will continue to be allowed, for landlords for a maximum period of four weeks, under
Section 13A of the Local Government Finance Act 1992.
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¢ In common with most Billing Authorities, Cheshire East Council charges a Council Tax premium of 100% on property that has
been empty for 2 years or more in order to encourage homes to be brought back into use. The Local Government Finance
Act 1992 (amended) enables Councils to charge a premium on empty properties. Additional flexibilities were introduced in
subsequent Government budgets and Cheshire East now charges the following premiums for empty properties:

Time empty / unfurnished Premium
2 to 5 years 100%
51to0 10 years 200%
Over 10 years 300%

e This is having the desired effect to reduce the number of empty homes and from October 2020 to October 2022 the number
of homes left empty reduced by 324.

e The Government is currently bringing forward the Levelling-up and Regeneration Bill which will give Billing Authorities further
flexibility to charge a Council Tax premium of 100% on second homes and to bring forward the time period under which a
premium can be charged on long-term empty property from 2 years to 1 year. This may affect approximately 1900 properties
in Cheshire East. Implementation is expected to be effective from 1 April 2024 and would require a Resolution to be made
prior to 1 April 2023.

¢ The taxbase also reflects assumptions around Council Tax Support (CTS) payments. The Cheshire East Council Tax
Support scheme was introduced in 2013/14 and subsequently amended following consultations in 2016/17, 2020/21 and is
due to be revised again for 2022/23 to make the scheme more supportive in the light of funding being made available from
central government (£3.3m) to be able to further assist the pandemic recovery for those most in need. Changes will allow
some households on low income to receive 100% in support.

e No changes are proposed to the Council Tax Support Scheme for 2023/24 other than to increase the income bands and non-
dependant deductions in line with CPI. This continues the higher levels of support for those on the lowest income.

¢ Increasing employment opportunities — through economic growth, resulting in fewer people relying on welfare benefits from
the Council and releasing funding for to support services.
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¢ As the potential benefits of investment in local infrastructure are realised local business may engage with the Council to
consider the introduction of a Business Rate Supplement (BRS) to raise funds for specific local purposes. The total maximum
BRS which may be levied by a levying authority is 2p per pound of rateable value and supplements are not applicable to
properties with a rateable value of £50,000 or below, authorities do have the discretion to increase that threshold. The
principle is that this option would be cost neutral, as funding would match new spending initiatives. This option is not currently
a feature of the MTFS.

e There is potential to work with local businesses to introduce business improvement districts (BID) for specific purposes. The
principle is that this option would be cost neutral, as funding would match new spending initiatives. In June 2022 the Council
received a proposal for a BID in Wilmslow town centre, with an instruction to hold a ballot. Eligible voters were non-domestic
ratepayers liable for the BID levy as at the date of the notice and they were entitled to have one vote in respect of each
property occupied or (if unoccupied) owned by them in the geographical area of the proposed BID. The BID ballot results
were declared on 26 August 2022. A majority of the business ratepayers in the proposed BID area who voted, voted for the
proposal, both by aggregate rateable value and numbers voting. The BID was consequently approved and commenced in
November 2022.
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Measure Three:
Manage Reserves

e The Council adopts a rigorous approach to managing in-year expenditure. In-year reporting will identify variances to budget
and will be reported to the individual service committees throughout the year. Corporate Policy Committee will have oversight
of the whole Council budget.

¢ The robustness of the proposals in the budget will improve budget management, significantly reducing the risks of
unforeseen budget pressures on reserves levels.

¢ The Reserves Strategy (see Annex 13 of the MTFS) aims to maintain adequate reserve levels over the medium-term,
although emerging risks or opportunities may require short-term use of reserves.

e The strategy is that variations between outturn and the core budget will, in the first instance, be managed through the MTFS
Earmarked Reserve. Variations in the Capital Financing Budget will be managed through the Financing Earmarked Reserve
and variations in the Collection Fund will be managed through the Collection Fund Reserve. If any of the activities are
unmanageable through the use of these reserves, then the impact would have to be managed through the use of General
Reserves.

o General Reserves remain relatively low but have increased in the last year from £11.5m up to £12.4m (estimated year end
balance), but will be kept under review to recognise potential risks, linked to the overall size of the budget as it increases over
time, and potential emerging changes in the medium-term forecasts.
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Measures Four and Five:
Manage Cost Drivers and Income

e The Council’s current proposals for change are contained within Section 1 of the Medium-Term Financial Strategy. Although
the financial implications focus on 2023/24, many of these programmes will deliver further savings or increase expenditure in
particular areas through to 2026/27 as highlighted by further savings or growth figures in the later three years.

¢ Some of the financial areas continually under review by budget holders and the Finance Team are:

General pay inflation has been forecast at 5% 2023/24, 3% for 2024/25 and then 2.5% thereafter as the impact from the
cost of living crisis and very high inflation levels remain in the short term. These percentage increases will be reviewed
annually to ensure that any change in estimated levels are reflected in a timely manner.

- Continually reviewing management control and staffing structures. Expenditure on employees’ accounts for ¢.26%
(excluding Schools) of the Council’s revenue gross expenditure on services, and the constant review will look to ensure
that the Council continues to operate an effective commissioning model that focuses best fit service providers while
achieving cost benefits and efficiency.

- Ensuring Corporate back-office services, which account for c.4% of the Council’s net budget, continue to reflect changes
that are making the Council a smaller organisation. This has been supported by the implementation of the Unit 4 financial
and HR system during 2021/22 and 2022/23.

- Challenging discretionary services to ensure these meet priority needs, are paid for in the most effective way or are
instead ceased or transferred to alternative providers.

- Review and challenge of all Council contracts to ensure the most cost-effective services are commissioned.

o Exploring opportunities to improve health and reduce dependency through integration of the local health programme with key
partners. Net expenditure on Adult Services continues to account for c.40% of the Council’s budget. This is the largest
budget area so managing costs in this area is essential.
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e Engaging with voluntary, community and faith groups and local town and parish councils is essential to explore ways of
transforming service delivery at a local level. Through the commissioning of services and allocation of grants many of the
third sector providers are already financially engaged with Cheshire East Council which can often provide support to the
50,000 people that volunteer within the sector per annum. The third sector is a powerful economic partner, employing 2.5%
of the workforce and generating an income of over £25m per annum, the vast proportion of which is invested back into our
local communities and economies. One of the many ways we facilitate working across the Public, Private and third sector is
recommending partners apply to achieve the social value award Social Value Award (socialvaluebusiness.com). This results
in partnership working and releasing additional resources into our Communities.

e Carrying out a further Capital Challenge to ensure the benefits of the ambitious programme are realised and that spending
profiles are accurate.

e Promoting the digital strategy across the Council, where suitable, to improve access to services, improve the customer
experience and ensure services are cost effective and customer focused.

e Making sure that ways of working maximise the technology we have within the organisation and helping staff to take
advantage of expertise and development opportunities that can increase productivity. This has developed significantly in the
last three years due to the coronavirus pandemic forcing a change in working patterns and increased flexible home working.
This will also help with the drive to rationalise the Council’s assets to minimise costs associated with utilities and rates and
maximise receipts that can support economic growth outcomes.



https://www.socialvaluebusiness.com/social-value-award

