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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1.1 The purpose of this report is to enable the Fire Authority to finalise the Budget 

requirements and approve the Band D Council Tax precept for 2019/20. 

 
2. RECOMMENDATION 

 
That the Fire Authority: 

2.1 APPROVE an increase in the council tax precept of 2.99% by adopting 
the formal resolution in Appendix A and the Medium Term Financial Plan 
in Appendix B.  

2.2 APPROVE the Strategic Asset Investment Framework set out in 
Appendix C. 

2.3 APPROVE the purchase of an additional four fire appliances in addition 
to the 11 that have already been approved. 

2.4 APPROVE the Reserves Policy in Appendix D. 

2.5 APPROVE the Prudential Indicators, Treasury Strategy and Investment 
Strategy set out in Appendix E. 

2.6 APPROVE the fees and charges set out in Appendix F. 

2.7 APPROVE the TVFCS budget for 2019/20 as set out in Appendix G, 
including the contribution to the Renewals Fund of £50,000. 
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3. REPORT 
 
3.1 Economic Backdrop 

3.1.1 Over the past 12 months, there has been continued volatility, not only in 
relation to the Authority’s own budgetary position, but also in the wider 
economy. The increasing reliance of the Fire Authority on local funding and 
the continued reduction in Central Government grant, increases the Authority’s 
exposure to significant financial shocks. 

3.1.2 This volatility and the potential of financial shocks will remain a challenge for 
the Fire Authority going forward. In 2018/19, we experienced the following 
local conditions in relation to income. The growth in the council tax base was 
lower than predicted, business rates were slightly higher than expected and 
we saw positive surpluses in both council tax and business rates collection. 
This year we have seen a further reduction in council tax base growth, (from 
1.6% to 1.4%) a slowdown in business rates growth, and collection fund 
deficits for both business rates and council tax.  

3.1.3 The current rate of inflation is just under 2% which has set a floor in terms of 
expectations around pay awards for both uniformed and non-uniformed staff.  

3.1.4 Further uncertainty around levels of funding and cost increases may manifest 
themselves depending on the form that Brexit takes. In addition 2020/21 
promises further volatility from a funding perspective with a new CSR, a new 
Fire Funding formula and the introduction of 75% business rates retention. 

 
3.2 Political Lobbying 

3.2.1 Given the economic climate and the fact that this Authority is one of the lowest 
precepting fire authorities in the country, the Fire Authority gave the Chairman 
and the Chief Fire Officer a mandate to speak to Berkshire MPs to make them 
aware of these issues and ask for greater flexibility to increase council tax 
when setting the budget. 

3.2.2 MPs have been lobbying Government on our behalf to give the Authority the 
flexibility to increase council tax by up to £5 rather than the maximum of 2.99% 
without holding a referendum. 

 
Efficiency Plan Update 

3.3.1 The Authority’s Efficiency Plan sets out how savings of £2.4 million will be 
achieved by 2019/20. Excellent progress has been made in delivering these 
savings as explained below. 

3.3.2 All of the £1.1million savings from the Service restructure, including the 
implementation of the local Hub model have been delivered. 

3.3.3 The IRMP element of the savings amounts to £1.3 million. The 
disestablishment of the Retained Support Unit will be completed by April 2019 
whilst the project to deliver remotely managed stations combined with changes 
to the flexi-duty officer rota will be completed by the end of 2019. The 
Efficiency Plan includes savings from the closure of Wargrave fire station. 
Given that this decision has been deferred the MTFP includes the cost of 



 
 

 

keeping it open. The savings from the closure of Pangbourne fire station will 
be realised once Theale fire station becomes operational. 

 

3.4 Medium Term Financial Plan (MTFP) 

3.4.1 Since the publication of last year’s Medium Term Financial Plan (MTFP), work 
has been ongoing, with the Budget lead member and the Chairman of the Fire 
Authority, to find the additional income or savings to balance the budget by 
2020/21. It is pleasing to report that through a combination of additional grant 
income and the 2.99% flexibility on precept together with additional savings 
from rates revaluations and the reintroduction of cross border mobilisation 
charging we have bridged almost all of the funding gap that was identified at 
the start of 2018/19.  

3.4.2 Unfortunately, however, actual income from council tax and business rates in 
2019/20 will be below what we had planned for so we now need to use 
£458,000 from reserves to balance the budget in 2019/20 and identify a further 
£422,000 of additional income or savings to balance the budget in 2020/21. 

3.4.3 This late budget pressure only materialised in early February and clearly 
highlights the volatility of our new funding model. It is very likely that we will 
continue to experience late variations in budget in future years given our new 
dependence on local funding. Having considered this we have recommended 
a change to our General Fund reserve to mitigate this risk.  

3.4.4 To balance the budget in 2019/20 the MTFP contains a contribution of 
£458,000 from the Budget Contingency Reserve. This will provide time to 
complete additional work on agreeing how we balance the budget in 2020/21 
and beyond. The 2019/20 Budget and Medium Term Financial Plan is shown 
in Appendix B and has been updated to reflect the additional net pressures 
as highlighted in the sections below. 

  

Funding 

3.4.5 The Authority’s funding position going into 2019/20 highlights the volatility 
between different income streams and also the variation among unitary 
authorities. 

3.4.6 Looking at council tax first, last year’s MTFP assumed that there would be 
growth in the council tax base of 2% for 2019/20. In fact, the average rate 
across Berkshire is only 1.4% although growth varies between unitary 
authorities with the lowest growth rate being 0.2% and the highest being 2.6%. 
The effect of this reduced growth rate is that precept income will be £140,000 
lower than that forecast in last year’s plan. The council tax collection fund 
deficit is set at £88,000 for 2019/20 whereas in 2018/19 we received a surplus 
of £110,000. On the other hand, the ability to increase the precept by 2.99% 
rather than 1.99% could generate an additional £235,000 in 2020/21. 

3.4.7 The business rates surplus against the Government’s baseline for 2019/20 is 
£885,000 which is down from the previous year’s surplus of £955,000. 
However, as noted above, there is variability in terms of business rates growth 
amongst the six unitary authorities. This general uncertainty and the possible 



 
 

 

impacts from Brexit make it difficult to build in projections for business rates 
surpluses going forward. 

3.4.8 The Fire Authority has entered into the Berkshire business rates pool for 
2019/20 along with the other unitary authorities. However, an overall business 
rates collection fund deficit of £125,000 against a surplus of £142,000 has 
meant that actual business rates income will be below what we had originally 
anticipated. 

 

Expenditure 

3.4.9 Over the last few years, Budget Reports to the Fire Authority have highlighted 
the growing pressures of increased pay awards. At present, there are ongoing 
national discussions with the FBU in relation to pay, with a proposal from the 
trade union to increase pay by 17%. Any such pay increase without 
significantly increased funding would be unaffordable for RBFRS. Ultimately 
the level of pay will be determined by the NJC but we have been clear to the 
NJC, Trade Unions and the Minister that this level of pay increase is 
unaffordable at present. 

3.4.10 Given that pay offers of 2% for both uniformed and non-uniformed staff have 
been agreed in the interim, it would seem prudent from a financial planning 
perspective to assume that pay increases over the next three years will not be 
less than 2%.  

3.4.11 From 2019/20 the Authority faces a very steep increase in employer 
contributions to the Firefighter pension schemes. This is because the 
Government has made two changes to the discount rate used to estimate 
pension liabilities but also because there has been a breach in the cost cap in 
relation to the 2015 Scheme. The first change to the discount rate, costing 
£404,000, had already been built into the MTFP and was due to take effect 
from April 2019. The second change in the discount rate and the cost cap 
breach will cost the Authority £1.47 million annually. For 2019/20, the 
Government has said it will reimburse the additional cost of £1.47 million but 
from 2020/21 any funding for increased pension costs will be considered as 
part of the new Fire Funding Formula and local government settlement. 

 

Additional Savings / Income 

3.4.12 In addition to the Efficiency Plan savings that are currently being delivered, 
officers are continually looking at how the service to the public can be provided 
more efficiently and effectively. 

3.4.13 Good progress is being made to ensure that the Authority maximises revenue 
streams from its asset base. £160,000 in additional income / savings will be 
delivered, from collaborative activities as well as other efficiencies in 2019/20. 

 

Overall Impact of Funding and Expenditure Changes 

3.4.14 The impact of the changes to funding, income and expenditure compared to 
the assumptions made in last year’s MTFP is significant. The Plan shows a 



 
 

 

budget shortfall of £458,000 in 2019/20. This shortfall will need to be funded 
from reserves. Nevertheless, the net effect is that by 2020/21, recurring 
savings or additional income of £422,000 will need to be built into the base 
budget to avoid depleting reserves.  

3.4.15 The use of reserves during 2019/20 will give the Authority time to develop 
plans to find the additional income or savings. If additional income cannot be 
generated the Authority may need to revisit both the Wargrave and Grenfell 
investment commitments.  

3.4.16 Whilst the MTFP presented in Appendix B is a best estimate of changes in 
income and expenditure, there are other pressures not included in the plan 
which may present themselves. For example, each additional 1% pay increase 
above the budgeted 2% would add a pressure of £251,000 to the base budget. 
Another example is the volatility of the business rates surplus - in 2019/20 that 
surplus fell by £70,000.  

 

3.5 Capital Investment 
 

3.5.1 The updated Strategic Asset Investment Framework is attached as Appendix 
C. The revenue financing costs of the capital programme have been built into 
the MTFP. The capital receipt from the sale of Windsor fire station and the 
Development Fund will provide the initial funding for the capital programme. 
Thereafter, the Authority will need to borrow to finance its capital expenditure. 
The Fire Authority is being asked to approve the purchase of an additional four 
fire appliances on top of the 11 appliances already approved. This will mean 
that all of the wholetime appliances will have been replaced. 

 
3.6 Reserves 

 
3.6.1 Section 42A of the Local Government Finance Act 1992 as amended requires 

precepting authorities to have regard to the level of reserves needed for 
meeting estimated future expenditure when calculating the council tax 
requirement. Within the existing statutory and regulatory framework, it is the 
responsibility of the Head of Finance to advise on the level of reserves that 
should be held and to ensure that there are clear protocols for their 
establishment and use. In order to assess the adequacy of unallocated 
general reserves when setting the budget, the Head of Finance should take 
account of the strategic, operational and financial risks facing the Authority. 
The Authority’s policy on reserves and their use is set out in Appendix D. 
Having taken due regard of the provision for capital being made in the 
Strategic Asset Investment Framework it is the opinion of the Head of Finance 
that the use of reserves to balance the revenue budget in the short term 
should only be sanctioned as part of a broader plan to ensure that funding and 
expenditure balance over the medium term. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

 

3.7 Robustness of Estimates and Reserves 
 

3.7.1 Under Section 25 of the Local Government Act 2003, the Head of Finance is 
obliged to report on the robustness of the estimates and the adequacy of the 
proposed financial reserves.  The Head of Finance believes that the estimates 
made are robust and that the proposed general reserve is sufficient, based on 
the assessment of financial risks for the next financial year. The general 
reserve currently stands at seven per cent of the revenue budget. This is 
above the five per cent threshold as set out in the Fire and Rescue National 
Framework. However, the Authority believes that this level of general reserve 
is appropriate given the volatility in funding and the uncertain macro-economic 
environment, including possible impacts from Brexit. Furthermore, given that 
volatility in funding is likely to increase in the coming years and that the 
Authority’s earmarked reserves will be used to fund the capital programme, 
consideration will be given over the coming year as to whether the general 
reserve needs further strengthening.  

 
3.8 Prudential Code Report and Treasury Management Strategy 

 
3.8.1 Appendix E sets out the prudential indicators under the capital financing 

regime. It also contains the Treasury Management Strategy and the 
Investment Strategy for approval. 

 
3.9 Fees and Charges 

 
3.9.1 Appendix F sets out the proposed fees and charges for 2019/20. 

 
3.10 Thames Valley Fire Control Service Budget 2019/20 

 
3.10.1 The Thames Valley Fire Control Service budget for 2019/20 was approved by 

the Joint Committee on 5 December 2018 and is shown in Appendix G. The 
total revenue budget for 2019/20 is £2,263,000 plus a contingency of 
£150,000 giving a total of £2,413,000. The Authority’s share of the revenue 
budget excluding the contingency is £856,000 (37.8%) The capital contribution 
to the renewal fund for the Authority is £50,000. 

 
4 CONTRIBUTION TO STRATEGIC COMMITMENTS 
  
4.1  Commitment 5 – We will ensure that Royal Berkshire Fire and Rescue Service 

provides good value for money. 

4.2  Commitment 6 – We will work with Central Government and key stakeholders 
in the interests of the people of Royal Berkshire. 

 

5 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 Increasing the precept by 2.99% will still leave a budget deficit of £458,000 in 

2019/20 which will be funded from the Budget Contingency Reserve. This 



 
 

 

means that by 2020/21 £422,000 of additional recurring savings / income will 
need to be built into the base budget in addition to the Efficiency Plan savings 
that will be delivered during 2019/20. 

 
6 LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
6.1 The 2019/20 Budget complies with statutory regulations. 

6.2 The Local Government Act 2003 gives the responsible finance officer, namely 
the Chief Finance Officer of the Combined Fire Authority under s112 of the 
Local Government Finance Act 1988, the responsibility to report to Members 
of the Authority on their assessment of the robustness of the estimates used 
within the budget and on the adequacy of reserves.  

6.3 Members must take account of the advice of the Chief Finance Officer in 
respect of the above and the highlighted associated risks before considering 
the recommendations as set out in the report. 

 
7.        EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 There are no equality and diversity implications arising from this report.  

  
8. RISK IMPLICATIONS 
 
8.1 Shortfalls in funding and unavoidable pressures have been highlighted on the 

Corporate Risk Register. The Register is reviewed fortnightly by the Senior 
Leadership Team and the risks around budget pressures, funding and Brexit 
are being actively managed. As has been highlighted, the Authority continues 
to lobby Government for additional precept flexibility via its Berkshire MPs. In 
addition, officers are considering the feasibility of new projects that may deliver 
additional income or savings. 

 
9.        CONSISTENCY WITH DUTY TO COLLABORATE 
 
9.1 The Authority has been an early adopter of collaboration which has delivered 

significant savings, examples being the joint vehicle workshop arrangements 
with Hampshire Fire and Rescue Service and the establishment of TVFCS. 
More recently, co-location agreements have been signed with partners which 
provide the Authority with income to support the revenue budget. Looking 
forward, the MTFP sets out the targeted savings / income that the Authority 
wishes to achieve through collaborative procurement and the sharing of 
premises with blue-light partners. 

 
10.       PRINCIPAL CONSULTATION 
 
10.1 The Chief Fire Officer has been consulted in the preparation of the report. 

10.2 The Monitoring Officer has been consulted on the report. 

 



 
 

 

11.       BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 
11.1 2018/19 Budget paper presented to Fire Authority on 27 February 2018 

11.2 Corporate Risk Register 

 
12.       APPENDICES 
 
12.1 Appendix A – Budget Resolution 

12.2 Appendix B – Medium Term Financial Plan 

12.3 Appendix C - Strategic Asset Investment Framework 

12.4 Appendix D – Reserves Policy 

12.5 Appendix E – Treasury and Investment Strategy 

12.6 Appendix F – Fees and Charges 2019/20 

12.7 Appendix G – TVFCS Budget 2019/20 

 

13.       CONTACT DETAILS 
 
13.1 Conor Byrne, Head of Finance and Procurement, 0118 938 4720 


