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ACTUALITY OF PROTEST 

 

MAN: [SHOUTING] What do we want? 

 

CROWD: No cuts to services. 

 

MAN: [SHOUTING] What do we want? 

 

CROWD: No cuts to services. 

 

URRY: Cuts to jobs, cuts to services - we’ve become used to 

the row about annual savings made by our local councils at this time of year as they try to 

balance the books. 

 

PROTESTOR: These cuts are having a devastating effect on local 

services – for elderly people, for children, young families.  So many people are now affected 

by cuts that it’s going to have serious consequences for our society. 
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URRY: This is all happening during a time of unprecedented 

change for local government.  Councils are faced with becoming more financially self-

sufficient as the plug is pulled on support grants. Some are being more commercial, setting 

up companies to generate profits - but how risky is that, and what happens to our public 

services if they get it wrong? 

 

HILLIER: That’s the real challenge we put to Government - do 

you understand what’s going out there and what the risks are?  Because if there is failure, 

there’s always this risk to the local taxpayer and the general national taxpayer, that 

somebody’s got to bail it out.   

 

MUSIC 

 

URRY: Tonight we assess the scale of the challenge as your 

local council grapples with falling income, rising demand, and new ways of doing business. 

 

SHAUN: What I'm looking at is an upstairs window, a flat roof 

with metal bars on it, with a breeze block inside, all breeze blocked up, because I smashed the 

window through, and I hacksawed the metal bars to get through and they're still all cut 

through and they’re still all split where I’ve climbed through.  

 

URRY: During his twenties, this former addict was a one-man 

crime wave in the Lancashire town of Burnley.  In a candid interview, he explained to me 

how one night he broke into this convenience store on the outskirts of the town centre. 

 

SHAUN: I’d get a wheelie bin, one of these big metal bins and 

I’d just fill it, whatever I could get in it I’d fill it and then I’d wheel it down to where I’m 

going.  Crates and crates of Tennent’s Supers, all the spirits and about 300-400 quid out of 

the till, and from under the counter.  There’s another shop just further down what I’ve done 

as well, that were the same. 

 

URRY: And did you have any sense of remorse while you were 

doing that?  
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SHAUN: No, I had no remorse whatsoever.  I was in tunnel 

vision mode, all I wanted to do were drink, use and get money, and my only way and means 

of getting money was committing crime to fund it. 

 

URRY: Shaun is in his mid-thirties now - a trim, well-dressed 

man with short brown hair and a friendly, forthright disposition.  He says he’s gone straight. 

But until three years ago, this criminal behaviour was part of his daily life, funding a serious 

drug and alcohol addiction which began as a child. 

 

SHAUN: I’ve picked my first drink up at ten year old.  It got me 

kicked out of school, it got me put in a children’s home at 14, but I still loved drinking and I 

were, like, progressing through substances.  But I come onto heroin at 15 and then my life 

spiralled out of control by the time I was 18, so from the age of 18, which is half of my life 

nearly now, I’ve been in and out of prison.  I just kept drinking more, regressed more, took 

more substances - heroin, crack, tablets, anything.  Anything that’d get me off my head.  I 

just didn’t like being straight. 

 

URRY: And what were the crimes that put you in prison? 

 

SHAUN: Burglaries, car crime, theft off person, burglary other 

than a dwelling, affray - all to fund my habit.  My first sentence were two month. Then it was 

four month. Then it was eight months, then it’s sixteen month.  They just kept doubling.  

Then it’d be two and a half years.  

 

URRY: When Shaun wasn’t committing crimes, he was 

sleeping rough around the town, putting himself at risk.  He told us he was so out of it, he 

used to have blackouts and would come to in the middle of the night, lying in a subway or at 

the bus station, not knowing how he’d got there.  Homeless and a prolific offender, his life 

was out of control.  And because of his criminality, Burnley was paying a price too.  Shaun 

finally fell into the arms of a project set up to turn people like him around.   

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAFFIC 
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URRY: Here they call it floating support.  Housing staff 

working alongside police to try to break the cycle of offending by the Shauns of this world.  

It’s based on a mixture of outreach work and referrals from other agencies.  Support workers 

search the streets, finding offenders, the homeless and those with mental health problems, to 

try to stop them causing more damage to themselves and their communities, and also to keep 

them out of the criminal justice system, which is expensive.  Shaun admits they saved his life. 

 

SHAUN: They’d stop me in the street, trying to help me and give 

me support.  They got me out from the streets, from sofa surfing to in a flat.  They helped me 

pay my bond, they got me my furniture, I got food parcels, they helped me set my housing 

benefits up, they helped me set my bills up, my gas, my electric, how to cook, how to clean, 

how to have living skills - I never had no self-worth and care.  So I didn’t have any living 

skills, I didn’t know how to clean up.  I got loads of support what I never thought I could get. 

 

URRY: What would have happened to you if you had not have 

had that support? 

 

SHAUN: Reality of it, I’d have still been homeless, I’d have 

been in and out of prison still.  Reality, I’d probably be dead, because that’s where drink and 

drugs were taking me - death’s door. 

 

URRY: Saving Shaun costs money.  A housing association 

called Calico has been getting a grant from Lancashire County Council to do the work.  

£1.3 million for this last year.  Since 2007, when the scheme started, it’s grown from small 

beginnings to cover the whole county.  Eleven thousand people have used the service, and 

Calico’s Derek Kettlewell says it’s been a success. 

 

KETTLEWELL: We’ve certainly got individual case studies and 

certainly the work we’ve done has had recognition from the police, because the re-offending 

rates in East Lancashire, where we’ve got staff based, were the lowest in the area, and we’ve 

had commendations from police staff saying that the work that Calico staff are doing within 

the police team has been probably the  most significant factor in enabling people to adopt 

non-offending lifestyles. 
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URRY: Shaun’s a case in point.  He says he’s been drug and 

alcohol free for 15 months, has a house of his own and has been reunited with some of his 

family.  He’s got a job mentoring other addicts and offenders.  But now the funding which 

gave him his lifeline has been pulled.  The County Council say a reduction in money from 

central Government means they have to make big savings, and there’s no legal obligation to 

pay for this service.  From next month, floating support comes to an end.  Derek Kettlewell 

argues Burnley and other communities in Lancashire will suffer as a result. 

 

KETTLEWELL: I think the key consequence will be that the eleven 

thousand people we’ve supported, people in similar situations in the future, won’t have the 

sort of preventative service that we provide currently, and they’re going to be in a position 

where they’re either just going to fail and not seek help and they’re going to end up with 

more serious problems, or they’re going to go to other services, other sources of support, 

seeking help, and that’s going to be places like A&E, GP surgeries, the police, probation, 

housing departments - all the statutory services, I think, are going to see an increase in people 

coming through the door, simply because services like ours aren’t there to help them resolve 

problems at an early stage.  Without our services, I think a lot of people with offending 

backgrounds are going to struggle to make the changes that they need to make to lead non-

offending lifestyles. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: Twenty or so miles east of here is Preston and County 

Hall where these decisions were taken, and that’s where I’m heading now.  Lancashire 

County Council have been saying they’ve been trying to use their limited resources to support 

the most vulnerable, but they also acknowledge that cuts on this level inevitably have an 

impact on individuals.  It seems that preventative schemes like the one we’ve just been 

hearing about are taking a big hit.  So won’t that be storing up problems for the future?  Does 

it really have to come to this?  How bad are Lancashire’s finances? 

 

BORROW: I was involved in doing budgets in the eighties and 

nineties as a councillor.  I have never seen anything on this scale.  And I think if you speak to 

councillors in senior positions, of whatever political persuasion, they will say the situation 

now is unprecedented.   
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URRY: David Borrow is the deputy leader of the Labour 

controlled authority and, as he puts it, the guy in charge of the money.  But there’s a lot less 

of that to be in charge of these days, because of a big shift in the way councils are funded. 

 

BORROW: Essentially, Government is getting rid of Revenue 

Support Grant.  There were three sources of funding to local councils - council tax, business 

rates and Revenue Support Grant: the main grant that central Government gives.  By 2020, 

Revenue Support Grant will have disappeared completely.  All there will be is business rates 

and council tax, and that change means you have lost a huge chunk of the budget.  Now the 

easy savings have all been made years ago.  My argument is that the total size of the pot 

coming in from council tax and business rates is not sufficient to meet the statutory 

requirements of many local authorities once Revenue Support Grant disappears.  Even with 

that programme of savings that we’ve agreed, we’re looking at a spending gap in 2020 of 

£150 million - that’s the scale of the problem we face here in Lancashire.  

 

URRY: You’re heading for bankruptcy really, aren’t you? 

 

BORROW: I’ve been saying for a couple of years that unless 

something changes, this council will not be able to meet its statutory obligations. 

 

URRY: The Council commissioned a report from auditors 

PricewaterhouseCoopers that confirmed the poor state of the finances.  The £150 million 

spending gap doesn’t tell the story, because it’s only for one year.  The report forecasts a 

cumulative deficit carried forward of almost £400 million by March 2021, and that’s if they 

achieve all their planned savings, which the auditors were sceptical about.  It warns about the 

pot of reserves - money councils are obliged to build up - running out in two years’ time, 

because those reserves are already being spent topping up the current shortfalls.  Seven years 

ago, almost 80% of council expenditure was financed by central Government grant.  By next 

year, that will be down to 16% because the big block funding, the Revenue Support Grant, is 

being phased out completely in England and markedly reduced in Scotland and Wales.  

Councils in Northern Ireland get a small amount of central grant, but there’s a different 

system in operation.  The Local Government Association has been blunt in its condemnation 

about the way this is playing out in England.  Nick Forbes, who’s vice chair of the LGA and 

the Labour leader of Newcastle City Council, says Lancashire’s not alone. 
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FORBES: We’re talking about a dozen authorities which are right 

on the edge, but certainly, over the next couple of years, virtually every local authority in the 

country is going to find some kind of financial problem.  And, of course, the Local 

Government Association estimates that by the end of this Parliament, by 2020, there’ll be a 

£5.8 billion shortfall in local government funding. We’ve already seen cuts to local authority 

budgets of more than 40% in real terms over the last six years, which has meant that virtually 

every council in the country has had to take very difficult decisions about what services to 

protect and what services to cut, and really over the next few years I think some councils are 

really going to struggle to survive. 

 

URRY: Is that figure of £5.8 billion, is that when you’ve made 

all the cuts that you possibly can make and still set a budget and be legal? 

 

FORBES: If you imagine a graph and you have two lines on the 

graph, one is plotting resources available over time and that line is going down. But the other 

line is the pressures on local government, and that’s going up.  Those lines are getting further 

and further apart, and it’s that gap, what in local government terms we call the jaws of doom, 

which is filling local authority leaders with dread - the loss of that Government grant is 

having such a profound impact in so many areas. 

 

URRY: We wanted to put these points to a Government 

minister, but no-one was prepared to be interviewed.  And a statement from the Department 

for Communities and Local Government didn’t reflect the ‘jaws of doom’ concern of the 

LGA. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Our historic four-year funding settlement gives local 

authorities the certainty they need to plan ahead, with almost £200 billion available to 

provide the services that local people most value.  We’ve just announced an additional  

£2 billion for social care, meaning councils will have £9.6 billion of dedicated funding to 

spend over the course of this Parliament. 

 

MUSIC 
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URRY: Local government is going through a period of 

unprecedented change. When the Revenue Support Grant disappears, it will leave those two 

other main sources of income - council tax and business rates.  At the moment, 50% of the 

business take goes back to central Government, but from 2020, local authorities in England 

will retain the full amount.  And councils will only be able to spend the money they raise 

themselves - the so-called self-funding model.  The LGA’s Nick Forbes says that’s 

challenging. 

 

FORBES: This is uncharted water for every council.  Changing 

financial systems, changing responsibilities, changing pressures - these are all creating a 

perfect storm for local government.  It’s going to be very difficult to move to the self-

financing model because of the disparity in business rates that are collected around the 

country.  If you’re Westminster City Council, for example, you raise £1.8 billion a year in 

business rates.  If you’re Newcastle City Council, you raise less than £150 million a year.  So 

we’ll see huge inequalities around the country unless we have some kind of redistribution 

mechanism for the way the business rates are collected and then redistributed. 

 

URRY: Right now there’s a new kind of language in town halls 

as they try to find their feet in this perfect storm.  You’ll hear words like cross sell, monetise, 

trading companies and profit.  Some commentators say officials are beginning to sound like 

hedge fund managers.  This is because councils are going commercial.  In these tough times 

they’re looking to find new ways of generating income, levying charges and getting returns 

on investments.  Lancashire County Council’s David Borrow says they’re driving that as hard 

as they can. 

 

BORROW:  We charge for services to schools, and schools in 

Lancashire and beyond Lancashire come to us and pay us for the services we provide.  We 

are very successful, we probably, about 10% of our income has come from charges we make, 

which is very much at the top end of councils nationally, so in terms of our comparator 

councils, we are pretty much top of the class, if you like, in terms of income generation; 

we’re always looking for further ways to do it. 

 

URRY: But what about investments?  A lot of local authorities 

are now looking to make investments to generate revenue. 
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BORROW: We own a fair amount of property and some of that 

does generate income. We have companies that hold and own business premises that generate 

income and that is fed into the system. 

 

URRY: Last year the authority made more than £3 million on 

its property portfolio and £47 million in charges, but it hasn’t been enough to rescue 

Lancashire from its financial crisis.   

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAIN 

 

URRY: However, others have made the transition to paying 

their own way. 

Having left Lancashire, where lower property values means less of a tax take, I’ve arrived at 

a place which has a very different profile - Sevenoaks in Kent are proud to call themselves 

the UK’s first self-financing council.  They’re one of fifteen who will no longer receive 

central grants from the start of April.  And almost as soon as you get off the train and leave 

the station, you can see some of the reasons why.  A wealthy demographic means a greater 

tax take, which gets them off to a better start. 

 

FLEMING: If you turn round … 

 

URRY: Yes … 

 

FLEMING: So the other side of that hill is London. 

 

URRY: Just over the top of that valley? 

 

FLEMING: Yes.  That’s how few miles away. 

 

URRY: That’s how close we are to London. 

A short walk from the station I met Peter Fleming, the leader of the Conservative-run 

Sevenoaks, outside the district council offices.  
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FLEMING: Sevenoaks is a market town. it’s a growing market 

town, but I think, of course, quite often in wealthy areas it hides those pockets of deprivation 

quite well. 

 

URRY: But there are visible signs of wealth, aren’t there? 

We’re just stood opposite a high-end car garage, with lots of Bentleys and Lamborghinis 

parked outside. 

 

FLEMING: Absolutely, and it’s always a little bit difficult when 

you’re trying to tell the Sevenoaks story, that it’s 140 square miles and it’s not all exactly the 

same.  When people come to the office and see a Bentley and Lamborghini garage, you 

know, they get an impression of place, which in much of the part is true.  The reality is that 

house prices are expensive, land for development is expensive. 

 

URRY: And of course you’re in that game now, as well, aren’t 

you?  You’re looking around, even here in the city centre you’ve got your eye on places now 

that you’re looking to buy. 

 

FLEMING: Absolutely.  Look, we knew that our Government 

funding was going to run out.  We made decisions in 2010 around our budget and the fact 

that we didn’t think that Government support was going to last for a District Council like 

ourselves. 

 

URRY: Having seen early the writing on the wall, Sevenoaks 

spent £18 million buying up some of this expensive land and property.  The money came 

from cash generated from the sale of council housing stock in the 1980s, held on deposit in 

savings accounts.  It wasn’t making much interest, so they put it to work in their own district.  

And we’re heading for their latest acquisition. 

 

ACTUALITY IN SEVENOAKS 
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FLEMING: We’re walking through the centre of Sevenoaks.  

We’re going to walk towards a big M&Co store.  It’s a really good investment property - it 

allows us a lot of land at the back which adjoins one of our car parks and gives us the 

opportunity to actually do a much bigger redevelopment at the rear. 

 

URRY:  Ah, so it gives you extra value? 

 

FLEMING: Absolutely.  There’s extra value that perhaps 

somebody else buying the site wouldn’t have got.   

 

URRY: It’s got a sold sign on it now, I see.  So where’s that 

going? 

 

FLEMING: So that’s our sold sign.  

 

URRY: This gives you a lot more control over your own town 

centre, doesn’t it?  

 

FLEMING: Yeah, I mean actually the whole thing that we’re doing 

is about being able to control our own destiny.  If the Government isn’t giving us grant and if 

we’re producing the money that the Government used to give us through investment property, 

then we are masters and mistresses of our own destiny going forward.  

 

URRY: This year those investments have earned them 

£600,000.  As a smaller, district authority, that’s the same amount as the Revenue Support 

Grant they got from Government.  They’ve broken even, which means they’ve broken free.  

From next month it’s bye bye RSG - they’ll be flying solo. 

 

ACTUALITY IN PUB 

 

URRY: This has been cause for much celebration around the 

council, so Mr Fleming took us for a beer. 
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FLEMING: So this is the Black Boy pub - something that’s been in 

the council’s property portfolio for a number of years now. And, you know, it’s a great little 

pub, you know, as you can see, it’s busy. 

 

URRY: Does it make you money? 

 

FLEMING: Oh, absolutely.  You know, it’s a commercial lease 

with the brewery.  They’ve spent quite a lot of money doing up what is eventually is the 

council taxpayer’s asset, and we’re very happy. 

 

URRY: Add this to their ownership of other office blocks, an 

out of town petrol station and supermarket and further plans to build an hotel and new car 

parking, and you begin to see what the Sevenoaks transformation can achieve.  Councillors 

here are willing to drink to that. 

 

ACTUALITY OF GLASSES CLINKING 

 

URRY: It looks as though Sevenoaks have a good business 

model.  But the council leader accepts that the favourable circumstances locally mean not 

everywhere else would be able to pull this off.  And they’ve another big advantage.  As a 

District Council, they’re not responsible for expensive social care.  It’s not just Sevenoaks 

investing in this way.  Other councils are getting in on the act.  And what’s striking is the rate 

at which that’s happening.  According to figures published earlier this year by the property 

firm Savills, councils accounted for just 0.2% of the commercial real estate market in October 

2015.  Now that’s risen to more than 2.7%.  Last year local authorities invested more than 

£1 billion.  But the risk that comes with rapid expansion has begun to concern MPs on the 

Public Accounts Committee, who’ve been looking into the new financing of local 

government.  The chair of the committee, Labour’s Meg Hillier, questions whether there’s 

enough expertise around. 

 

HILLIER: It’s not completely a step into the unknown.  It’s not 

without precedent that councils have run businesses like Portsmouth Harbour, Manchester 

Airport - these are examples - but we’re seeing a wider range of business that councils are 

getting involved with.  And the question there is, have they got the skills and understanding 
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HILLIER cont: of those sectors to go in and do a good job?  And 

where is the oversight and how expert is that oversight?  And I think that there is a real 

challenge there, both for local councils, but also for Government, as a steward of local 

government to make sure that there are skills in place to meet these changing landscapes. 

 

URRY: I mean, councils insist that they’re good at this, they 

say they’ve got the skills. 

 

HILLIER: There are some local authorities that do this very well, 

but it’s quite a different skill set to the traditional skills of local government, which is to take 

money from central Government and administer it and make sure that services are 

delivered.  As you say, having this commercial skill set on the one side and the service 

delivery on the other and you’re speculating, and the speculation, if it’s too risky, could put 

some of these things very much at risk. 

 

URRY: So is there a danger some will reach beyond their grasp 

if they invest big and beyond their own boundaries?  

 

WATSON: A warehouse and office in Melksham in Wiltshire - 

£12 million.  A distribution park in Bristol - £11.9 million.  A business park in Worksop –  

£9 million.  A distribution warehouse in Salford - £8.2 million.  A Travelodge hotel …. 

 

URRY: Hazel Watson, the Liberal Democrat group leader on 

Conservative-controlled Surrey County Council, recites some of her authority’s business 

acquisitions. 

 

WATSON: … cinema and retail units, Worcester - £12.6 million.  

B&Q, Macclesfield - £7.3 million …. 

 

URRY: £150 million worth of assets scattered around the 

country, all of them bought in the last 18 months.  Hazel Watson’s worried about the 

council’s growing exposure to the property market.  
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WATSON: My main concern is risk - the risk that the money could 

be lost.  If properties are unoccupied, they don’t have any tenants, then there won’t be any 

rental income received and then the costs will still be there.  And also the costs of running a 

property portfolio, using expensive managing agents, which will cut down the income 

received.  Also I think the County Council should be concentrating on running services for 

Surrey residents, not becoming a property company.  So I think it’s losing track really.  I 

question whether the County Council has the relevant expertise to run a large property 

portfolio, and their record of investment has not been good so far, and they don’t have a very 

good record of running their own properties, and so I see huge risks in going down this route. 

 

URRY: It looks like she’s right to be concerned.  The council 

set up a separate company to run its property business.  Accounts they filed to Companies 

House show losses of £315,000 for the last financial year.  When we contacted the company, 

they told us they were confident of making £1million profit by the end of this financial year.  

That’s not the only business venture for the council.  They’ve set up a private firm to deliver 

some adult social care services.  It’s what’s known as a Local Authority Trading Company, 

wholly owned by the council, but able to operate commercially.  LATCs are a growing trend 

in local government.  For Eber Kington , an independent Surrey councillor, the idea of an 

arms-length service supplier able to turn in a profit, is a good one in principle.  

 

KINGTON: Surrey is doing no different than many councils now.  

If you’re not getting Government grant, if you are not able to put up the council tax or don’t 

wish to put up the council tax, where else would you look for funding?  Fees and charges is 

one, but actually becoming more commercially minded is another one - and I think a sensible 

way forward. 

 

URRY: Adult social care is the county’s biggest spend, 

accounting for about a third of their annual budget of £1.6 billion, and the private trading 

company they launched in August 2014, called Surrey Choices Ltd. is carrying a lot of 

responsibility.  Choices provides support for people with a range of disabilities and 

conditions, from dementia to autism.  There are day and community services, enhanced home 

living, training and skills for independence and employment.  And there’s a social work 

practice team too.  The idea is to grow income to protect services.  But instead of making 

profits, they’ve been running at a loss, and shutting facilities. 
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ACTUALITY IN CAFÉ 

 

KERRY: Good afternoon.  Staines hub, Kerry speaking, how can 

I help?  Hello there.  Can I take your name please?  Okay, so can you tell me what the nature 

of your enquiry is, please?  Oh, you would like …. 

 

URRY: At a building in Staines, there’s a service funded to 

offer advice to people with disabilities. 

 

SESTON: I only found out about a week ago that we were closing 

and that we were kind of shifting all our equipment out to another facility.  It was very 

sudden. 

 

URRY: Part of that setup was a café run by Surrey Choices.  

Lisa Seston, who’s 36, is still getting over the shock of its closure.  Lisa’s registered blind 

and was a volunteer at the cafe.  She used to work as a chef before her eyesight failed and had 

been retraining at the Staines venue, hoping to get other catering qualifications and a job. 

 

SESTON: The purpose of the cafe is for trainees who have 

various disabilities on a voluntary basis and so it helps us gain experience within our 

disabilities to go on to gain further employment, paid employment, and it provides us with 

experience and confidence to go and do that. 

  

URRY: And what work were you doing there? 

 

SESTON: We would kind of make coffees and make sandwiches 

and generally serve the public, and we gained our food hygiene levels and also customer 

service skills, to which we were also training and being examined on. 

 

URRY:  And when you’re registered blind, how difficult is it to 

pick up skills like that? 
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SESTON: It’s extremely difficult.  I’m the only person that’s 

registered blind.  There are people with various other disabilities within the cafe, but from a 

blind person’s perspective, it’s very difficult. 

 

URRY: So it is a real lifeline for you then, this cafe, it allows 

you to retrain into a set of complementary skills, really? 

 

SESTON: Yeah. 

 

URRY:  And what do you think about the fact that it’s now 

closed then? 

 

SESTON: I’m obviously sad that we’re now closed.  It’s a sad 

loss really. 

 

URRY: The cafe appears to be one recent casualty of the 

company’s financial crisis. So what went wrong?  Auditors’ reports and other documents 

show that Surrey Choices was not recovering the full cost of delivering services, making it 

unprofitable - some would say a basic error.  It was operating under a block contract, in other 

words, a fixed price, but demand was going up.  Across their range of provision, they took on 

more than 250 new cases.  Not sustainable.  Alongside all this, the company was providing 

services at lower costs than those previously charged by the council.  Opposition councillor 

Eber Kington isn’t surprised Choices ran into trouble. 

 

KINGTON: The problem with Surrey Choices is that, when it was 

set up, it was a company set up to provide an unlimited service at a fixed cost.  It was told 

that it had to deal with all the various cases that came its way, but if you set up a company 

with a fixed sum of money, but actually the clients increase dramatically and, indeed, the 

range and the complexity of their needs change either quickly or rapidly, then it’s doomed to 

fail. 

 

URRY: But from what you could tell, you were seeing demand 

rising when the trading company was set up? 

  



- 17 - 

KINGTON: There was and therefore you need to go back and say, 

well what was the business plan?  What were the facts that were factored in when the idea of 

setting up Surrey Choices in the way it was set up was supposedly a good idea? 

 

URRY: Given what’s at stake here is vital support for 

vulnerable people with disabilities, we wanted to take that up with someone from Surrey 

Choices.  In a statement, the firm’s managing director sought to reassure us. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: It is in its early stages and we fully expect it to become 

commercially viable in the near future. 

 

URRY: It hasn’t been up to now, so what was the business 

plan?  The idea was to sell services beyond Surrey as a way of making money.  Looking at 

the paperwork, there’s some choice quotes here. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The company structure provides the flexibility to meet 

the needs of the wider market.  A robust commercial model.  Business volumes to grow 5%. 

 

URRY: But auditor’s reports and notes tell  a different story -  

serious deficiencies in internal controls, repeated warnings about losses, the need for 

significant improvement and a lack of information obstructing effective monitoring.  Did they 

ever attract any outside business?  It’s hard to know because of that lack of information.  

Eber Kington on the council’s oversight committee couldn’t get to the bottom of what was 

happening either. 

 

KINGTON: I’ve asked the questions, if in fact the original business 

plan was not fit for purpose, who’s taking responsibility for that?  And the answer is a big 

blank non answer. 

 

URRY: You don’t get an answer about that? 

 

KINGTON: No.  The answer would be, well it was the right one at 

the right time, but it does strike me that actually if it didn’t last that long it couldn’t have been 

the right one at the right time.  And I actually think there has to be a different way of 
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KINGTON cont: monitoring these things and bringing the scrutiny 

function into play earlier and much more often if necessary. 

 

URRY: But you sit on an oversight board, don’t you, looking at 

things like these trading companies?  Isn’t that enough? 

 

KINGTON: We have found some resistance to actually being 

provided with some of the confidential minutes, some of the details and plans that we would 

need to see if we were to effectively scrutinise how the council provide services that aren’t 

run in-house.  And when you get a response of, ‘Why do you want it?’ you begin to wonder 

whether in fact this is open and transparent. 

 

URRY: As a mechanism, the council’s oversight committee 

was ineffective, and the situation lurched from bad to worse.  Finally, an auditor’s report 

published at the end of last year laid bare the true scale of the problem - losses of £3.6 

million.  The accounts were in such disarray they’d originally booked them as £4.1 million, 

but the lesser figure is nothing to cheer about as this was a business set up by the council to 

generate a profit. And it didn’t end there.  You can’t let a company delivering a public service 

to many hundreds of vulnerable people go under, so there’s had to be a rescue plan.  It’s 

costing Surrey council taxpayers more than £1 million, at a time when the authority is already 

making swingeing cuts. 

The council’s had to put more money into its own company, hasn’t it? 

 

KINGTON: Yes, £1.2 million, absolutely, because it was not set up 

in a realistic fashion. 

 

URRY: So where’s that money coming from then? 

 

KINGTON: It will come from the ordinary budget.  It’s an 

additional cost to the adult social care budget. 

 

URRY: But you’re having to make cuts of tens of millions this 

time round, aren’t you? 
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KINGTON: Absolutely. 

 

URRY: We wanted to question the council leader, David 

Hodge about this, particularly at a time when he’s been complaining to Government about the 

funding gap in his county for social care.  At the same time, the losses of the council’s own 

private venture, Surrey Choices, has made that gap even wider.  And Mr Hodge sits on the 

shareholder board.  Council taxpayers are being forced to pick up the bill; disabled people are 

having services cut.  He turned down that request for interview.  We were offered a 

statement.  Funnily enough, it didn’t address any of those harder questions, preferring instead 

a familiar refrain. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: It is in its early stages and we fully expect it to become 

commercially viable in the near future. 

 

URRY: That’s twice we’ve been told the same thing, so let’s 

hope so, because there’s a lot at stake.  Meg Hillier of the Public Accounts Committee 

recognises the need to get it right the first time. 

 

HILLIER: It looks like taxpayers will be funding this.  Because 

this is about social care, if there is a failure, the people who will suffer will suffer particularly 

hard because they are some of the most vulnerable and in need of support, and it is important 

though that those risks are properly analysed at the beginning, because if that risk was 

known, then maybe they would have been less bullish about the potential income that they 

were going to receive from an organisation that is going to be delivering social care in one of 

the most challenging environments that social care has faced in the last couple of decades. 

 

URRY: Other councils have made a success of their social care 

trading companies.  A prime example is in Norfolk, home to the most successful LATC in the 

country, according to a report by analysts Grant Thornton.  The Norse Group has an annual 

turnover of more than £300 million and employs ten thousand people nationwide.  The report 

also acknowledges a number of social care LATCs have slipped into deficit, so it’s not just 

Surrey where the wheels have come off.  
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ACTUALITY IN HOUSE OF COMMONS 

 

MAN: Can the Prime Minister tell the House whether or not a 

special deal was done for Surrey? 

 

MAY: The decision as to whether or not to hold a referendum 

in Surrey is entirely a matter for the local authority in Surrey, in Surrey County Council, but 

… 

 

URRY: Surrey’s been in the news partly because of the 

spiralling costs of care. They proposed a referendum to raise their council tax by 15%.  After 

talks with Government they backed down, having been offered early access to a scheme to 

retain business rates, aimed at easing some of their financial woes.  The Department for 

Communities and Local Government told File on 4 councils are accountable to the 

communities they serve and are responsible for the management of their own resources.  But 

Meg Hillier, chair of the Public Accounts Committee, says that’s not good enough, because 

there’s too much at stake when town hall commercialism goes wrong. 

 

HILLIER: You don’t devolve and then wash your hands of the 

taxpayers’ interests as a result, and the Department for Communities and Local Government 

has to therefore keep a close eye on what’s happening and make sure it is working with 

councils to support them if they are in that risky area where they may be about to fail. 

 

URRY: What happens if they do get it wrong then, because 

there’s a lot hanging off this? 

 

HILLIER: Well, that’s the real challenge we put to Government - 

do you understand what’s going on out there and what the risks are, because if there is 

failure, there’s either a catastrophic risk of failure for the service that’s been delivered, so 

something like social care where, if it goes wrong, it’s terrible for the local population.  And 

there’s always this risk to the local taxpayer and the general national taxpayer. 
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URRY: It does sound less and less likely that central 

Government will bail them out if things go wrong as well, like they’re determined to try and 

get councils to stand on their own two feet. 

 

HILLIER: Devolution means giving power down to the most 

appropriate local level and I know that, you know, this is something the Government’s 

pursuing with vigour.  But if something fails, when does Government step in?  Does it allow 

that failure to happen and council taxpayers and businesses locally to bail out the council, or 

does it step in and do that itself?  Where does the buck stop in that point case and I think 

that’s yet to be tested.  


