THE RT. Hon. Davip Howern, MP.

}“? ST, IR

HOUSE OF COMMONS Doas it AR i Rl

LONDOM SWIA OAA rw o B Lo M
| haer & chenilodped . Lirrae
pall Chad & Bk P € FHrﬁj
Bth July 1930 [ ao wil Tk A

The Ri.Hon.Christopher Patten MP Mop i, & viewny Maasagel el |
Sepretary of State Tor the Environment N —

Z Marasham Strest i ”

SWiP 3EH [T R TS o Jr.-u-ﬂ"

e

L Do, WL T leoady

Daar LChris,

1 have been thinking ebout the Figures wvou uzed in your Ietter to me of
May 10th in which you referred to increases by Guildford Borough and Surrey
County Couneil in precept ‘teke' of &2.4 percent and 13.5 percent ovel IEEt
yEar—¥orBnd other MinisteTE have several times said Thet such Figures must be
ustified'.

My concern is that these figures,which were also used by the Prime Minister
in her lektter to me of May Zlatk, are if not inaccurake then downright
misleading. They imply some degree of 'overspending' which simply does not
exist,

It worries me greatly that they should be used in this fashion. We simply
must have integrity In our arguments or they will not,and will not deserve to,
cerry the day.

Both Surrey &nd Guildford Borough are low spending councila by eny

standards. e T B e e

Take Surrey First,which accoonts for the overwhelming share of the
community charge in my sres.The increase in 90/91, said to be 'wnjustifisble' -
on top of & spending total for 89790 which the Government alan helieves was taon
high - wes predominently made up of wage and salary incresses negotisted
notionally and far exceeding Tressury assumpbions.|Around $40 million)
Substantial economies partly offset these or Ehe rise would have been greater.

The incresse in real spending was therefore minute and more than sccounted
For by 'unsvoidables' like gale dumage,new legislabion and new governsent
cepitel controls.The precept increase was much higher because the County ran
down halances by #17 million in B9/90 bul had resched the minimum prudent level
by 90/91. Rt —

If the argument is that the 1990 bage was top high in the First place,then
again when one looks at that;it turns oul thal bthe increase From the previous
year was largely driven by overall inflation fectors (again higher than the
Teeusury 's optinistic guesses)offset by economies,snd not by any expansion of
reeal services al all,Trom their thoroughly fnsdequete levels.

To e told against this background that low spending Surrey,with one of the
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lowest ratios of staff per 1000 inhsbitants in the country,is spending too much
gnd Tarsing its spending too fast is gimply not good enough. Strip out the
higher than planned im inflstion and government reguirements anmd the true fiocurs
is zero extra spending {in fact reductions) sgainst considerably increased
needs,especially in traffic and poliecing lalthough in my view our schools too
are distinctly underfunded).

S0 there may be other ressons for Surrey's high community charge but high
spending is not one of them and demsnds For justificationm afl changes in the
precept miss the point alkogether.

Maybe this is all we can &fford as & nation and maybe the policy of keeping
grants below the inflation rate,with consequent real cuts,is unavoldable. Let
us say that openly. But it is just sol right ,when the consequence is snparing
community charge levels even to hold service levels, to describe this as
excessive spending or brendish the utterly misleading 19% figure as some measurs
aof that overspend.

As for the Guildford figure this too implies & huge spending increase in
the Borough which has just not teken place. Guildford's current year spending
figure looks so much higher because the Borough heve stopped raliding balances
and added to reserves.

Actual spending on sevices hes hardly increased in real terms (and is
anyway below 554). Like Surrey,it also reflects guite significant offgetting
economies. o reach the 62% figure one hes to teke out nll the contribution Fros
balancea in B3/90 and then compare the figure with the net spend in 90/91.

In short,in neither the County nor the Borough cese has there been big
overapending which has somehow to be 'justified'. In both cases the appallingly
high community charge arises in lesser degrec from the suthorities' decisions on
capital balances and to a far far grester degree frosm the grotesque
underprovigion for inflation in both years in the grant structure and Trom &
general Tailure of that structure to take account of the fast rising social
pressures (especially fFrom traffic and on environment) in Lhese 'rich' home
counties which contain s0 many fFar from 'rich' people.

That is the central issus to be addressed in sny proposed reforms of the
whole Commundty charge police.

Ta Lell thousands of people on modeslt means ,although esbove the rebate
level,that they are living In an overspending area is absurd,whstever may the
position in the genuinely overspending ereas elsewhere in the UK.

AL Lthe very least Government argument and presentation should distinguish
between the two quite different categories of local suthority.

Until we do so, and as long as Community Charge policy relies on the use
of misleading figures Lo meke palpably implausible assertions sbout differing
iocal conditions, il does not deserve support .

I am copying this letter to the PH's private secretary and to the Chief

Whip. - t_f}jszA;;l__E___




