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Proposals to alter council tax rates must ensure that the most vulnerable in society have access to adequate care, according to local authority procurement professionals.

The Society of Procurement Officers in Local Government (SOPO) has spoken out following the release of a survey on the first indication of council tax rises, conducted by the Local Government Association (LGA). The LGA survey of 132 local authorities' draft council tax budgets found that, in many instances, the proposed 2007-08 council tax rise will be lower than the latest Retail Price Index (RPI) of 4.4%.

However, while the low increase - the second-lowest rise since the council tax was introduced - may be seen as a positive move in the short term, SOPO has warned that councils must have adequate funding to tackle shortfalls in the provision of social care. The LGA's survey also revealed that, owing to funding challenges, many councils are facing intense pressures from the increasing number of elderly and vulnerable people needing care - recent figures have shown that almost seven out of ten authorities can now only afford to provide care to people with the most substantial and critical needs.

David Pointon, SOPO Chairman, said the survey highlights some of the issues facing many staff in local authorities across the country: 

"Recent changes in practice have highlighted value for money in council spending and SOPO aims to promote best practice in procurement.
"However, while local authorities across the country are constantly striving to achieve savings, in order to provide the best possible services to the taxpayer, it is crucial that the budget is available to allow procurement professionals to deliver services. The social care market is very complex. Organisations working in this sector face a number of challenges in securing funding to deliver adequate levels of care - not least those of training and retention." 
A recent report by the LGA, entitled 'Without a Care?', showed that central government funding is not keeping pace with the demands of an ageing population and older people's increasingly complex care needs: this financial year, more than one in three local authorities with social care responsibilities received a government grant increase below RPI.

Mr Pointon continued:

"With an ageing population, the provision of social care will become an increasingly crucial issue for most local authorities. This is an issue which will require top-level attention from budget holders to ensure that needs are met, and procurement practitioners have a key role to play in delivering affordable and valuable services.
"At present, there are simply not the funds available to provide this. However, by increasing budgets, those working in the provision of social care will be able to provide a quality service, focused on the needs of the user, while delivering better value to the taxpayer."
Final budgets will be set in February and March, before revised council tax bills are issued at the beginning of the financial year in April.

Copyright c 2005 Project Development & Support Ltd


Registered in England & Wales No.3545015  Registered office as above


