
EHDC Budget 2020-2021  

 Lib Dem Response  

This year the Lib Dem Group are not in a position to offer an alternative budget. There are 

but seven of us, mostly new Councillors, and we do have been told that we have little 

Officer support. It will be “proportionate” which, considering there are ten members of 

Cabinet and seven of us is certainly not enough to prepare and present a complete budget.  

However, we would like to feel that we have made a contribution to change and reform at 

East Hampshire District Council. We seek an open and transparent Council environment and 

note some changes in procedure and style, and indeed in the draft new constitution which 

are in this direction of travel.  Where we can, we seek to influence the policy and actions of 

Council, through Working Parties and Panels and Committees. This year we offer a 

commentary on the Budget that is before Council today.  

 Against the background of continuing government funding cuts and with the disappearance 

of the Rate Support Grant Councils all over Britain face huge challenges to close the funding 

gap. But the falling away of Government funds was not a surprise, it was well signalled.  

Councils like this one have been forced to look for savings and efficiencies.  All the while, 

EHDC Council Tax was frozen last year and cut in preceding years. At least the disingenuous 

policy of seeking zero Council Tax has been properly abandoned. A Local Authority without a 

financial link to its electorate could become totally disengaged. Why should a Council listen 

to residents who are not directly contributing to its finances?  Whatever the reason for the 

change, there was an opportunity to make a small increase last year which would have 

provided significant additional income without placing a heavy burden on householders. 

Council Tax is regressive, impacting upon less wealthy people disproportionately, so we 

naturally do not want to see a big hike. This year’s 2% increase is within Government 

spending limits and is at still a relatively affordable level. The overall change in direction this 

year is welcome. It is better to ask for a small increase more often than to store up funding 

problems for the future.  “Welfare”, the earmarked beneficiary of the 2% increase is a 

laudable aim and we look forward to seeing the strategy as it makes its way through due 

process. At the same time, it does seem that EHDC are putting the cart before the horse.    

Regrettably we are relying upon the existing strategies and business plans and making a 

reserve for something that is not actually defined. We will no doubt be told that you have to 

start somewhere. That’s true, but in essence this is a lot of money to support a Strategy and 

Business Plan that has yet to be adopted.   We are sure that all Councillors are keen to see 

how, exactly, the Welfare Reserve will be allocated and spent. To us it would be better to 

place this money in general reserves and then allocate it once the Corporate Strategy and 

Business Plan is approved by Council.  We trust that this money will not just be used to plug 

the funding gaps as Hampshire County Council pursue cuts in Youth Services and Libraries. 

More about HCC cuts later. We have been told several times that reserves will not be 

earmarked for fighting planning appeals, despite the lengthy delay in our Local Plan.  It 

seems that “Welfare” deserves earmarking despite not being defined but defending our 

well-trained Councillors decisions with excellent Officer advice does not. The new Local 

Plan, when it is made will be a great improvement on the last one, including many good 



policies including Climate and the Environment. But meantime we are fighting on the 

strength of the last one. We need to send a clear message to speculative developers that we 

will defend our well-reasoned decisions. This year we face massive uncertainty. This is 

acknowledged by the fact that for the first time, there will be six-month budget review. We 

are expecting to play a constructive role in that through Overview & Scrutiny. We trust that 

the addition of a Scrutiny Officer will increase support for that Committees valuable work. 

We have left the EU, but the shape of the future trade deal is far from clear. Whatever your 

view of the issue, we must face the basic fact of change, with divergence from commonly 

agreed standards, and free movement of people, goods and services. Uncertainty of our 

future trading position adds to business woes caused by continued austerity. We have been 

told austerity is over, but millions of people don’t feel that. They have less disposable 

income, are spending less and this is hitting business. Shops, pubs, restaurants and cafés, 

including Heidi’s here in Petersfield are all feeling the pinch.  Services such as the NHS, 

Schools and Social Services are under pressure. We await the new Chancellors budget, but 

expectations are low as he seeks to balance the commitment not to raise taxes as well as 

invest in these services.  A task that the IFS says is impossible without  

abandoning or modifying the current fiscal rule. All these pressures will impact on 

Government thinking regarding the Fair Funding Review. The early signs seem to indicate 

that it won’t be about new money but reallocating existing money from the South to the 

North. With this background EHDC are pushing up commercial rents in some cases by 60%. 

Alongside this, traditional retail continues to struggle with lack of footfall and online 

shopping. The warnings are already there as shops close and are forced to seek rent 

reductions and credit arrangements. Businesses need our help and we’d commend schemes 

such as Alton Creative Emporium which is designed to support our High Streets. Aldershot 

was lucky enough to be selected by Government to pilot the High Street Fund and we trust 

that EHDC will push the Communities Secretary for similar in our District.  We do need to 

help businesses, and the Liberal Democrat policy on Business rates is to replace Business 

rates with a Land Value tax. This would even out the playing field between out of town 

premises and our Town Centres.  However, it is time to also acknowledge the risks of the 

Investment Portfolio. There is too much dependence on retail, and it is time for some 

imaginative diversification.  We need to broaden our objectives and invest locally in people 

communities and our Planet. How about investment in housing, particularly Social Housing 

and in Green Technology initiatives to support our Climate Policy? Affordability of homes is 

still getting worse. Rightmove shows that in Hampshire “Terraced properties had an average 

sold price of £265,018" Government National Statistics have median household income at 

about £30k and house price average of £234k. That is house pricing at 8 times median 

earnings. Last week’s Office for National Statistics data showed that even in the 35-44 age 

group, a third are now renting from a private landlord, up from just one in ten in 1997.  No 

wonder Council Houses are making something of a comeback and even Conservative 

Councils are once again building them as a part of their strategy to provide actually 

affordable homes. EHDC must join them and achieve the twin aims of diversification and 

investing in people. Hampshire County Council has another £80m of cuts to run through the 



next two years, this means £560m of funding has been lost to public services from the 

County Council in the last 12 years: this from a County  

Council that will see its reserves rise to nearly £700m this year. Will they try to shift costs 

down, such as the cost of waste disposal and recycling to lower Local Authorities? We 

acknowledge the savings on the delegation of Environmental Services to Havant.  How 

protected are we from inflationary pressure and shunting down of costs from HCC? We 

could not end our commentary without mentioning the Climate Emergency.  We all agree 

that this should be about action and not just words. The message from the successful “Let’s 

talk” was please get on with it. Of course, there are limits to what we can achieve but there 

should be no limits on our ambition. The Climate Panels are working well to try to set 

realistic goals. But this needs real support. We welcome news of an extra assistant for our 

Climate and Environment Strategy Manager, and the tasking of Heads of Service to 

incorporate carbon mitigation into their policies and actions. However, money also needs to 

flow.  The £50k for Climate in the budget is welcome, but it is nowhere near enough. 

Compared to the £500k for safeguarding properties it seems a very small amount. The 

diverting of £1,000 of Councillor Grants to climate and environmental causes will help, but it 

is not new money. Which other Community projects will miss out as the purse strings are 

tightened? In contrast Winchester City Council have allocated £750k from transitional 

reserves for their carbon neutral plan. Now that is taking the Climate Emergency seriously.  

In summary, since there are so many uncertainties this year, including being asked to 

support a reserve for an as yet undefined purpose, we are unable to endorse the Budget as 

set out for 2020 - 2021. There are some indications of a change of tack, but insufficient to 

convince us to vote for it today.  As we have not been able to set out a complete alternative, 

for the reasons given at the beginning of this commentary, we shall not however vote 

against.  The Lib Dem Group shall therefore be abstaining on the vote today and hope that 

our comments are taken on board by the administration 


