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1 Summary 

1.1 The Council engaged almost 4,000 people in a variety of ways in considering the way 
that the Council currently spends money and how this needs to change. This is the 
biggest conversation that the Council has ever engaged in with its public. 

1.2 Those taking part included people who we often find it easier to engage in civic debate 
– people who regularly attend local assemblies, public and community sector partners 
and active citizens – as well as those who we attract through competitions and 
promotions we run through our website (though of course there may be some overlap 
between these groups). 

1.3 Across the various methods of engagement the areas of council spend that 
consistently attracted greater support were: 

• crime reduction and safety 

• refuse and street cleaning 

• children and family services. 

1.4 Areas where people thought spending could be reduced were reducing costs across 
the Council, particularly on senior management and external consultants, by sharing 
services and better procurement. 

1.5 People were very keen that the Council pursued options to increase income and 
supported suggestions like using assets more commercially and increasing planning 
charges. 

1.6 In terms of council tax, the most popular option was to continue the freeze. Of those 
who did opt for an increase in council tax, the most popular option was the maximum 
increase offered – 4%.     

1.7 There were some significant differences between services that people regard as 
important to them individually and to their families compared with those they thought 
were most important to the community as a whole. Parks and open spaces were 
quoted popularly as important to individuals, whereas crime and safety and housing 
and education quoted more often as important to the community as a whole.    

1.8 People found trying to balance the Council’s books a very difficult exercise. 



1.9 The Big Budget Challenge has helped to raise awareness of the financial position the 
Council faces, the size of the challenge it faces and the sorts of decisions that the 
Mayor and councillors will need to take and the trade-offs that will be necessary. 

2 Purpose 

2.1 This report explains the Lewisham Big Budget Challenge – what we set out to achieve, 
how we went about it, who we engaged and what they said.  

3 Recommendations 

Council is asked to: 

3.1 Note the report. 

3.2 Refer the views expressed by the public through this exercise to the Mayor and 
Cabinet to be taken into account when decisions on savings are agreed. 

3.3 To take account of these views in finalising the budget in the future.   

4 Policy context 
Engaging public, service users and stakeholders in a conversation about the Council’s 
finances and how to meet current and future challenges contributes to the Council’s 
corporate priorities of community leadership and empowerment and inspiring 
efficiency, effectiveness and equity.   

5 Background 

5.1 The Council is now in the process of identifying £85m of savings over the next three 
years. This will inevitably involve major changes in the services that the Council 
provides and the way it provides for them. It is important that local taxpayers 
understand the Council’s financial position and the choices it faces. It is also important 
that the Mayor and Council have ways in which to test savings proposals as they 
emerge during this period against what people who live, work and learn in Lewisham 
tell us about their priorities.  

5.2 We designed the Lewisham Big Budget Challenge therefore to: 

• raise awareness of the financial position the Council faces and the size of the 
challenge 

• raise awareness of what the Council spends money on 

• build understanding of the sorts of decisions that the Mayor and councillors will 
need to take and the trade-offs that will be necessary 

• encourage people to think about what their priorities are and how community 
needs can be met without council spending.  

5.3 We made clear that this exercise was not a formal consultation. This was a 
conversation with our community about the Council’s budget. The conversation was a 
precursor to formal consultations that will follow on specific savings proposals. The 
findings provide a snapshot of the issues uppermost in people’s minds during this 
period.   

 



6 Methodology 

6.1 We used the following ways of engaging people in Lewisham’s Big Budget Challenge: 

• an online budget simulator 

• discussions at local assemblies 

• a quick survey through assemblies and online. 

6.2 We used the online budget simulator tool, YouChoose. YouChoose was originally 
developed by the London Borough of Redbridge to engage its citizens in the difficult 
decisions that arise from budget reductions. Through a partnership with the Local 
Government Association (LGA), YouChoose is now available free to councils.  

6.3 YouChoose encourages its users to consider where council budget cuts should fall, 
where efficiencies might be made, and where income might be generated. It is a tool 
to help engage citizens in decisions about how they spend their revenue budgets and 
help their citizens understand the tough choices councils face.  

6.4 We promoted YouChoose as part of the Big Budget Challenge using our website, 
Lewisham Life magazine, our enewsletters, social and traditional media. 

6.5 While YouChoose was available to everyone to use either through their own devices 
or by using free internet access in libraries we also sought to offer ways for people to 
get involved offline.  

6.6 Council heads of service delivered a session on Lewisham’s Big Budget Challenge at 
every local assembly. The session consisted of a core presentation, a Q&A and the 
opportunity for those attending to discuss their own priorities and record these on 
feedback cards.  

6.7 We also delivered a session on the Big Budget Challenge at the inaugural meeting of 
the Lewisham Partner Congress on 2 October, which was attended by representatives 
of a range of community and voluntary sector agencies and partner organisations.  

6.8 We asked the following questions on the feedback cards: 

• What council services are most important to you and your family? 

• What services are most important to the wider community? 

• Where could spending be reduced? 

• Do you have any other comments? 

6.9 We also presented the opportunity for people to answer these same questions to other 
people engaging with us online. This enabled us to engage a wider group of people 
who perhaps were reluctant to spend the 15 minutes or so required to complete the 
budget simulator.   

7 Engagement 

7.1 In total we engaged 3,968 people in Lewisham’s Big Budget Challenge. This breaks 
down as follows: 

 

Online budget simulator completions 395  

Participation in assembly discussions 1083 

Quick survey responses online 2490 



7.2 We also got engagement outside of our own channels of communication with a 
number of local blogs hosting active discussions about the challenge. 

8 Findings 

8.1 YouChoose online budget simulator 

8.1.1 A total of 395 people completed the online budget simulator, YouChoose. That 
compares well with other comparable councils that have used the tool recently. For 
example, Redbridge last year had 484 completions, Tower Hamlets registered 128 
when they used it, Bexley 400, Hounslow 374 and Lambeth 398. 

8.1.2 More people chose to reduce spending across ‘council support and customer services’ 
and ‘community development’. The service areas least cut were ‘child protection and 
children’s services’ and ‘environment and waste’. 

8.1.3 It is worth noting that the differences between the level of reductions in many service 
areas were quite small.  

8.1.4 Smallest reductions 

Service area Median budget reduction 

Children’s social care services -21% 

Children’s centres and family support -22% 

Street cleansing and enforcement -23% 

Youth support services -24% 

Refuse and recycling -24% 

 

8.1.5 Largest reductions 

Service area Median budget reduction 

Human resources and strategic services -36% 

Community development -35% 

Legal and constitutional services -35% 

Information and communications technology -35% 

Finance and corporate items -35% 

 
8.1.6 Reducing expenditure through efficiency measures and measures to generate income 

both received high levels of support.  

Service area Level of support 

Buying goods and services more cost effectively 93% 

Advertising 87% 

Sharing a group of services with another council 83% 

Increase planning charges 80% 

Sharing a service with another council 72% 

Increase adult social care charges 58% 

8.1.7 In terms of council tax, the most popular option was to continue the freeze, with 39% 
opting not to increase council tax. However, 61% of respondents did opt for an 
increase in council tax. Among those who did opt for an increase, the most popular 
option was the maximum available increase of 4%. 



  
 

8.1.8 Popular suggestions from users of the simulator included reducing spending on 
council salaries, external consultants, departments and councillors, raising council tax 
to reduce the need for service reductions, increasing planning charges and sharing 
services with other councils.  The word cloud below offers an illustration of all the 
suggestions. 

 

 
word cloud from the YouChoose suggestions 
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8.2 Local assemblies – feedback on survey cards 

8.2.1 The services most important to individuals and their families: 

 

8.2.2 The services most important to the community as a whole: 

 

8.2.3 Where spending could be reduced: 

 

8.2.4 Popular suggestions from those attending assemblies included increasing council tax, 
cutting expenditure on housing homeless people by building more homes, using solar 
and green energy to cut costs and generate income, encouraging more business into 
the borough to increase business rates.   
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word cloud from the comments made by those attending local assemblies  

8.3 Online surveys 

8.3.1 The services most important to individuals and their families: 

 

8.3.2 The services most important to the community as a whole: 

 
 
 
 

Number of 
responses 

Number of 
responses 



8.3.3 Where spending could be reduced: 

 

8.3.4 Popular suggestions from those completing online surveys included reducing 
expenditure on external consultants, reducing pay for senior council officers, the 
Mayor and councillors, using or selling empty property and land and charging for the 
fireworks display. 
 

8.4 Lewisham Partner Congress 

8.4.1 The services that participants indicated were most important to their families were: 

• parks and open spaces 

• libraries 

• adult social care 

• children’s social care. 
However participants recognised the importance of some of the back office services in 

particular council tax and payments collections, finance and customer service. 

8.4.2 The majority of participants felt the services most important to the community were 
adults’ and children’s social care. 

8.4.3 There was a wide range of views on which services could be targeted for spending 
reductions with participants recognising the difficulties in pitting one service against 
the other. However there was consensus across the 8 table discussions that the 
following courses of action should be pursued: 

• Explore shared services with neighbouring boroughs – people felt services like 
legal, IT and election support could be merged with other councils or similar 
organisations eg the hospital 

• Explore amalgamating business support roles across the Council into one team to 
reduce duplication across the four directorates 

• Explore opportunities for further working with voluntary and community sector 
organisations to deliver services. 

8.4.4 Overwhelming feedback from participants was that they found the exercise very 
difficult. Looking at how service spend breaks down brought home how vital all the 
services the Council provides are. Participants wanted assurances that the wider 
consequences of making cuts would be considered, including the potential 
repercussions for certain services. 

 

8.4.5 Participants felt this was an opportunity for the community to do more for themselves – 
particularly in areas such as adult care, or using volunteers to help to manage parks 
and open spaces.   

Number of 
responses 



8.4.6 Finally there was an indication that people may be willing to pay a little bit more to 
ensure the continued availability of certain services. 

9 Evaluation 

9.1 Through this exercise we put into the public domain more information in accessible 
ways about the Council’s budget – how much we spend, on what and where it comes 
from.  

9.2 The YouChoose budget simulator was very much appreciated by some of our more 
engaged citizens, yet seemed to ask for too much time commitment from others.  

9.3 Some comments about the YouChoose budget simulator: 
 

“Very challenging and thought provoking… I really like the fact that you are asking 
local people for their opinion on this subject and hope you get plenty of 
responses… This is one of the most trivial approaches I have ever seen... I think 
your example is disingenuous, I would like to see the staffing and pension 
provision budgets for all of these areas… It's a tough choice… Reading this 
survey I was surprised by the vast degree of services that the council 
provides…  I hope the council focuses on doing its core job well rather than 
attempting to do everything and save the world in the process… A really good way to 
show the issues facing the council and the likely choices and their effects on 
us, the citizens of the borough… I'm glad to live in a borough that opens up the 
democratic process like this – what a depressing exercise though.” 

9.4 We got good coverage across social and traditional media during the exercise and 
reached twice as many people as we were able to in the Our Lewisham, Our Say 
exercise we ran in 2010. On this basis we can say that we were successful against our 
original objectives of raising awareness of the financial position the Council faces and 
the size of the challenge, raising awareness of what the Council spends money on, 
building understanding of the sorts of decisions that the Mayor and councillors will 
need to take and the trade-offs that will be necessary and encouraging people to think 
about what their priorities are and how community needs can be met without council 
spending.  

10 Financial implications 

10.1 There are no specific financial implications arising from this report. 

11 Legal implications 

11.1 The Council must act prudently in relation to the stewardship of council taxpayers’ 
funds and take into account the outcome of consultation in reaching decisions. 

12 Crime and disorder implications 

12.1 There are no specific crime and disorder implications arising from this report.  

13 Equalities implications 

13.1 There are no specific equalities implications arising from this report. 



14 Environmental implications 

14.1 There are no specific environmental implications arising from this report.  

15 Conclusion 

15.1 The report contains valuable findings about the views of the public and stakeholders 
that can be taken into account by Mayor and councillors when asked to make 
decisions on savings reductions coming forward from the Lewisham Future 
programme.  

15.2 We will include a report on the Big Budget Challenge on the Council’s website and in 
the Council’s magazine for residents, Lewisham Life. We will feedback results to those 
who took part by providing a report for local assemblies and through our enewsletters. 

16 Background documents and originator 
For further information on this report please contact Adrian Wardle, Head of 
Communications on 020 8314 6087. 

 
    


