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ur approach to Government is to only take in Council Tax what is absolutely 

necessary to spend to deliver high quality services at a low cost. In many 

authorities the elected representatives and their officials would say exactly the 

same thing – but in Windsor and Maidenhead, we not only do it in practice, but it underpins 

the political drive to deliver maximum value to local taxpayers. 

It is taxpayers’ money, and we never forget it. 
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Background 

In the last 6 years we have cut Council Tax in absolute terms, and considerably more in relative 

terms to inflation. With council tax one of the largest household bills this is an important 

contribution to the household finances, controlling the number of pounds we literally confiscate 

from residents is a high priority. 

The chart below shows graphically how other authorities appear to follow a trend, whereas 

Windsor and Maidenhead residents are now significantly better off than their neighbours in other 

Berkshire unitary authorities, and compared to the England average. 

Figure 1: Berkshire Band D Council Tax 

 

We calculate that, cumulatively, a typical resident is over £1,105 better off than if we had been 

following the trends as illustrated above over the last 4 years. 

Have services been cut? 

No. And on the contrary, we are introducing many new services using less money to do so. 

Marginal costs sometimes increase, for example by opening libraries for longer, but can be offset 

by making greater use of volunteers (who were present in any case), and reducing back office 

staffing. We haven’t had any particular policy to replace full time paid professional staff with 

volunteers – although in some authorities “giving” services to the community has proved 

successful. This isn’t something we have done but it remains a potential for future service 

evolution. 

We retain a weekly bin collection, and a weekly recycling collection. 

We are operating our Children’s centres for the benefit of the community and offering their facility 

to all, not just as a council run facility. 

We have opened two new libraries, and almost all our libraries are open on Sundays. 

We have extended the opening hours on our customer call centre, and are introducing a wider 

range of out-of-hours services to better match the lifestyle of people living with today’s mobile 

technology 

Savings 
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When I first became a Lead Member, for Finance in late 2001, savings were not part of the 

vocabulary of the budget process. Indeed, budget pressures were the points of debate and how 

the pressures would be accommodated within the amount we were going to increase Council Tax. 

How times change! 

Many local authorities find it hard to deal with the (now very necessary) savings of reduced grant 

settlements. It is certainly easier to spend more money than to spend less, and careful 

management of decisions is therefore necessary. Some authorities have first confronted the 

savings challenge by spending reserves. This doesn’t last for very long, although it is arguably true 

that the “rainy day” has indeed arrived. 

The next port of call is often to ask for tax increases, which may or may not be politically palatable, 

especially given the reluctance to ask residents for explicit approval of tax increases above a 

certain level. 

The alternatives then become cutting services, cutting jobs, cutting salaries, working hard on 

spending less procuring things, negotiating contracts, sharing services, changing the way services 

are delivered, and all of the many other savings varieties that exist. 
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So what works best? 

Contracts 

Without doubt, the largest and most lucrative area for saving money is to get best value out of 

existing, renegotiated and new contracts. We have discovered huge opportunities to reduce costs 

by simply asking for better deals where large amounts of public money are on offer to the 

successful winner of a tender. The steer here is to not accept the first, second or third offer. If the 

market is competitive, there may be less margin to work at but where there are fewer tenders, 

there may be larger margins to interrogate. Getting the contracts right is also key – overage, 

clawbacks, inflation limitations, performance thresholds – all ensure that the taxpayer is getting 

best value for money. 

Staffing structures 

We look at every vacancy on a fortnightly basis, as we have done for the 9 years since the 

Conservatives took control from the Liberal Democrats. The process is finely honed now – we look 

at reporting structures (see inset box right) - is a management post just looking after 3, 2 or even 1 

person; we aim 1:6 as a desirable end. 

We also ask the question as to whether the post is necessary, and whether the post could be 

shared with another local authority. These options are rarely explored without Members driving the 

question – the management are not always keen to reduce the size and scope of their department, 

nor is their ability to run it – so political will is required to drive change. 

We were presented with a restructure proposal that created 6 layers of staffing in a service area 

employing just 90 people! On the basis of 1:6 ratio, that should have had 1 head of service, 6 

senior managers, and 83 others split between line management and regular working officers, just 

4 tiers of management would be needed. Although encountering resistance (the 6 tier structure 

was being created to solve a retention problem in one narrow area) by restating our principle of 1:6 

guidance, (and if possible, supporting anything up to 1:9, we were able to bring the structure back 

to the existing 5 tiers rather than the proposed 6. Our aim is still to get it to 4! 

Staffing Costs 

Windsor and Maidenhead pulled out of the national employers negotiating framework. It hadn’t 

been working particularly well for a number of years, and had imposed post-budget pressures 

when larger than expected pay awards had been given. Although pay freezes are now pretty 

common in these difficult times, having the flexibility to move away from national pay scales and 

determine what is right for us in each service area will give us the optimal result in pay restraint but 

also in paying good staff well, looking after all hard working staff, but also dealing with staff 

underperformance. 

Ring-fenced grants 

Another old budgeting habit we still need to deal with is the disappearance or reduction of a ring 

fenced grant. Many is the time that a minister wants to launch an initiative – with the best 

intentions – yet the financing is only secured from their host department for a limited time. When 

that time runs out, it used to be the case that it would appear as a budget pressure. Now, we say it 

is assumed to end unless the department is sufficiently persuaded to continue the activity at the 

expense of another. 

Flexible hours staffing 
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We don’t use these as described, to replace full time posts, but we do keep flexibility on our 

staffing rosters to allow us to bring in people when we have peaks in demand, rather than allow 

performance to drift (and pressurising the regular staff) or by employing more than necessary just 

to be able to deal with occasional increases in demand 

One of my first questions (as a candidate in 2000 elections) was “what do the elections officers do 

when there is no election going on?!” I decided not to pose this question prior to my nomination 

papers being signed off….. 

Managing risks sensibly 

Insurance: How much do we insure things for? Have our insurance payments covered our 

liabilities? Have the insurance companies made lots of money out of our premiums, or have we 

come out ahead? What is the right level of excess? By reviewing the data, Members can make an 

informed decision; if Members don’t get involved, it’s likely a “safety first” priority will be applied at 

greater cost to the local taxpayers. 

Communications 

Working out the right balance between saying nothing (and becoming unpopular because the only 

news is the bad news in local media) and saying lots (self promotion) is a perennial favourite. We 

manage with just 4 communications officers, and a quarterly publication to every house, costing 

significantly less than many comparable authorities. 

Fees and charges 

We try to avoid large increases in fees and charges, except where services are significantly being 

subsidised by the majority for the benefit of a minority (who are not vulnerable / poor / otherwise 

special). If it serves a wider council aim, it may be a subsidy is appropriate. But it does mean we 

do seek to charge for services, that can be charged for, that benefit that minority. Thus we charge 

for our green waste collection service, where about 20 per cent of households have the green 

wheelie bins, and it largely pays for itself. 

Tax and spend heresy 

Cutting funding for services without cutting the actual services themselves will often improve 

performance, because service areas are forced to look at new ways of working and efficiencies. 

Whilst this happens naturally in the private sector in pursuit of profit, no equivalent force routinely 

applies in the tax funded public sector. Improvements, as has been seen by an increase in 

satisfaction with public services, follow on from meaningful reviews of supply and demand, price 

and reward, opportunities and threats and thinking outside of business as usual. 

Conclusion 

There is no silver bullet to cutting taxes, but if I was to identify a single point that sets us apart from 

neighbouring authorities as illustrated in the earlier graph, it would be the political will to deliver a 

tax cut in the first place. It serves local people even better when funding is limited, because the 

organisation is already smart at reducing costs without cutting services. 
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