A LEADING member of Devon County Council’s cabinet told the Annual Review Meeting of the Senior Council in Exeter that there would be no ‘kneejerk reaction’ to the need to save 27 per cent on its budget for 2011–12.

Although Cllr Stuart Barker, cabinet member for adult and community services, said he did not know ‘at present’ what funding would be available for next year, he valued the work of the Senior Council, praising its 2,000 members in 21 Devon towns as ‘a significant body of people with valuable life experience’.

He said that Devon County Council had started a year ago to ‘take costs out’ of the system. It had to work ‘smarter’, and work with its partners and stakeholders on driving out waste and costs from back-office areas.

‘These are challenging times for us all, but working together we can face them,’ he said. ‘The “Tough Choices” series of events across the county shows you exactly what we spend on all areas and the need to balance our priorities. Perhaps there are some areas we shouldn’t be in, which perhaps communities could do better.’

Cllr Barker said there were no plans to close any libraries or any day centres where people wanted to go. But some day centres would have to undergo a change of direction, because they were less than 50 per cent full.

‘It’s right that we should spend that money on what you want,’ he said. ‘Memory cafes have been a great success, lending a helping hand for carers and sufferers. We’ve gone from 15 to 30 memory cafes but we still have to expand into every coastal and market town.’ 

A member of the Honiton branch of the Senior Council, Tony Simpson, said that cutting waste was not going to tackle budget reductions of 27 per cent.

 ‘I hope the leader of Devon County Council comes to our Annual General Meeting to explain,’ he said. ‘Library services and posts are already frozen.’

 Cllr Barker replied that it would be ‘very silly’ of him to say something he could not defend. 

‘I have made a 25 per cent cut in mobile library service costs, and three out of 11 mobile library vans will stop in November with a new service starting in January,’ he said. ‘But we’re also changing the way we operate such services by staying in one position, which will increase stopping time by 300 hours per year.

‘There is waste in the system. For example, we’ll change from an in-house domiciliary care service to external care. We will continue to provide services at less cost by doing so innovatively and imaginatively.’
Graham Rogers, of the Ivybridge branch, said that people should not keep knocking Devon County Council because it had already done some good work within its mobile library service to reduce costs but still improve the provision.  

In response to a question about the future of day centres, Cllr Barker said that the county council would work with the third sector to see how it could continue to provide services if the centres were not attracting enough people. 

‘If people want to stay together at a day centre that is closing we’ll try to provide alternative provision in the town,’ he said.

Iris Mackie, of Crediton, was worried that privatised care homes would mean higher prices and the private sector would not be interested in taking very severe cases.

Cllr Barker admitted there was a shortage of places for complex care, and Devon County Council wanted to create 600 more complex-care beds but the details had not yet been decided. 

‘We have to share information about demographics with private providers,’ he said. ‘We plan to safeguard that complex care.’  

 Senior Council Board member, Gillie Newcombe, the lead for health and social care, found the proposed closure of some county council day centres to be ‘quite worrying’, as were reports that the NHS was investigating the closure of some local hospitals. She suggested that day centres could be used for physio purposes and memory cafes, and health and wellbeing services.

Cllr Barker said that under the system of choice and control for clients it was not for the county council to dictate what services were provided in these places.

‘We will be looking, with the NHS, at the future use of community hospitals, perhaps as reablement and rehabilitation centres,’ he added. 

Ms Newcombe said that as for choice it would be nice to know what was available.

‘Not all vulnerable people in society are able to make these choices,’ she pointed out.

Cllr Barker said that if people needed help to make a choice then the council would consult with them or their families or carers, or they could use one of the council’s funded advocacy services.

‘We’re not going to be prescriptive in telling people what they do,’ he said.

 

