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Dear Dean

Your community – your say budget consultation

Thank you for your letter of 9 January, inviting us to engage in the 
consultation on proposed budget cuts. We discussed the letter at the 
Herefordshire Third Sector Board meeting on 13 January. We will, of course, try 
to encourage people and organisations in the sector to respond directly, 
through the channels you propose. However, there are some broader issues 
about the process, and I am writing to you to raise them.

We recognise that these are difficult times, and that elected members must 
therefore make difficult decisions which constituents may dislike. And, of 
course, we would expect councillors to want to take the views of their 
constituents into account. However, we are concerned that the format of 
the process, through a tick-box questionnaire, may simply permit councillors 
to take an easy option – in effect to cut the things which get the most ticks. 
Given the electronic nature of the consultation, and the short timescale, the 
questionnaire is likely to generate skewed results, especially if one or more 
groups use it for lobbying purposes. And the process is likely to exclude those 
without ready access to it.

We emphasise this because the people most likely to be excluded from the 
consultation process may also be, to a large extent, the people most 
affected by budget cuts. Organisations in our sector will, I am sure, do their 
best to speak on behalf of these people. Nonetheless, we would urge 
councillors to recognise the flawed nature of the process. 

This also serves to reinforce the importance of the Council working in an 
effective partnership with our sector. We are therefore deeply concerned to 
see that “reducing the support, including grants, we provide to the voluntary 
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and community sector, targeting funding on priority areas” is the first item 
listed on the proposed savings. Of course, political judgements may need to 
be made about operational priorities. Nonetheless, we would urge councillors 
to do nothing that would weaken further our organisational capability to 
work in partnership with the Council.

A number of types of activity are identified in your letter in which it is 
proposed to invest, and you identify two areas that would have a degree of 
protection. What is not clear from the documentation is the set of criteria 
that members will adopt in reaching their decisions. The only criterion that is 
explicit is “value for money across the county”, and even that begs some 
interesting questions.

We would therefore like to offer some criteria, to assist the members, and 
yourself.

First, “value for money”. We consider it essential that councillors view this from 
the perspective of the user (customer, client, resident ….), and not just from 
the perspective of the council. There is no improvement in value to the user, 
for example, if all that happens is that cost is transferred.

Second: judgements on “value for money” must take into full account social 
and environmental costs and benefits, as well as financial impact.

Third: councillors will need to view things with a long term perspective, even 
though the perceived need may be to make short term cuts. For instance, 
there will be council activities for which success may need to be judged over 
five, ten or twenty years, or more. Short term cost cutting may cause 
disproportionate damage to such activities. And the cost of reviving or 
restarting them in future may be significantly higher than the cost of 
maintaining them, thus offering worse value for money. 

Fourth: we would urge councillors to ensure that the diversity of the county is 
actively considered. For example, as I have already indicated, the 
consultation process excludes those without ready access to it. How will 
councillors address their needs?

Fifth: councillors should try to ensure that coherence is maintained. There is a 
great deal of interdependence in public sector activities: one example is the 
approach to integrated offender management. Councillors must therefore 
take account of the impact of a decision relating to one activity to the 
consequence elsewhere, both within Herefordshire Council and beyond.  

And sixth: councillors should make no assumptions about the ability of other 
parts of the community to take over activities that the council would wish to 
cease. Speaking for our own sector, I can say that many organisations and 
people within it are already stretched to the limit. In particular, it should not 
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be assumed that “voluntary” means “free of cost”.

We would be very happy to discuss these criteria further, and to assist the 
council – members and officers – to reach the best possible decisions in the 
circumstances. However, we recognise that the decisions to be made are 
political, and therefore must be made within the political process.

With best wishes

Yours sincerely

Jake Bharier
Chair
Herefordshire Third Sector Board


