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Proposed Budget and Precept 24/25
 REPORT by RFO
 For Full Council meeting Wednesday 17th January 2024



Overview: 
	
In previous years the council has benefited from a healthy level of reserves, arising mainly as a result of the sale of an asset. However, with recent costs such as the audit investigation costs in 2022/23 and the new swings cost in 2023/24, the council’s reserves have begun to significantly reduce. 
This reduction in reserves is seriously limiting the council’s capacity to take on new projects.

An option to consider in order to raise more reserves would be to take on another loan from the Public Works Loan Board. However, it is not felt that it is desirable at this point to take on the further burden of interest payments associated with a loan of this type over the next 25 – 35 years.

In order to raise funds for future projects the option that the council have decided upon is to begin the process of raising funds directly from the precept over a period of the next three years.

During the year 23/24 the BPC have been working on creating a three-year business plan (see attached). Within the Business Plan the council has:

· Stated its financial objectives
· Identified short- and long-term projects
· Created a three-year budget plan which allows the build-up of reserves to fund the projects identified, whilst also planning a clear route for the council to meet its financial objectives.

This process has resulted in the attached proposed budget for 24/25, and a proposed precept request for 24/25 of £245,561.

 

Analysis:

Many of the lines within the budget have fluctuated up (inflationary allowances) or down (budget constraints) by a few hundred pounds year on year. The three main areas of increase that should be noted are:

· Toilets and changing rooms - £900 increase due to allowance for 6% inflationary increase on the 23/24 budget of £15,000.
· Waste - £949 increase due to the council’s decision to agree to a larger bin in the Lengthsmen’s yard.
· Maintenance of ROW/Tree maintenance – increase of £1,500 as it is felt that many of the hedges and trees in the cemeteries and the park are due attention. A full tree survey is also due in 2024/25.

However, all of these increases are offset by the forecast increase in bank interest income compared to the amount that was allowed for in 23/24. The council look set to almost triple the amount of interest that had been budgeted for in 23/24, and whilst allowing for the same in 24/25 would not be wise, due to expected falls in interest rates, the council feel that the amount of £5,000 is a reasonable aim.

Therefore, the increase in the Precept request of £35,463, can be seen as a result of three increases in the budget:

· Professional fees – increase of £5000. This budget line is generally used for legal work/advice and specialist services such as the analysis of the recent Housing Needs Survey. However, it is felt that in order to aid applications for future outside funding, it is vital that the council also have the capacity to employ the services of project specialists e.g. architects, designers, planners etc. In order to create the initial plans generally required by external funders.
· Staffing Costs – increase of £16,400. This reflects an allowance for additional costs arising from:
1). The agreed new Lengthsmen structure i.e. one Lengthsman taking on the supervisor role with extra 4hrs per week and increase in pay
2). An allowance for the Clerk to gain the CiLCA qualification from March 2024 resulting in both officers receiving the increased pay scale reflecting their level of qualification.
3). An allowance for the annual Local Government pay agreement to match the previous two years i.e. increase of £1925 on each pay scale. 
· Earmarked Reserves – increase of £14,000. As outlined in the ‘overview’ above, the council are attempting to increase earmarked reserves in order to help fund future projects. In 2023/24 the council raised £4,000 from the precept to fund renovation of the public toilets and to help cover general maintenance of assets. In 2024/25 the proposal is to raise £18,000 from the precept to begin raising funds for the regeneration of Steyne Park, the installation of EV charging infrastructure, the installation of solar panel technology, and also to help fund within 2024/25 the creation of a new Neighbourhood Plan and implementation of elements of the LCWIP.
Conclusion:

The increase in the proposed precept of £35,463 is equivalent to an approx. average increase for band D properties of just 33 pence per week. 
However, the council are aware that it does equate to a year-on-year percentage increase of 16.88% which is higher than the stated aim of a year-on-year increase between 5%-10%. Indeed, based on the three-year Business Plan it is forecast that the increase will stay above this range in 25/26 (12.15%), before falling within the stated range in 26/27 (9.45%).
These increases allow the council to raise up to £100,000 over the next three years to help to fund short- and long-term projects.  
It is therefore felt that the increases as set out in the Business Plan are vital to ensure that the council can move forward into a sustainable financial future.

The recommendation is therefore that the BPC resolve to request a precept of £245,561 for the financial year 2024/25.

Thank you.
 
Mark Rochell
RFO Bembridge Parish Council
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