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Dinah’s Hollow – Standing Item
Separate Report
Dorset Council’s latest financial position 

You may have read in local press that Dorset Council’s end-of-year financial position shows a very small underspend of £169,000 against a £417m budget. 

On the face of it this sounds a welcome improvement in headline terms, particularly given the sustained pressures councils continue to face nationally. However, as always with public finances, the detail and context matter just as much as the headline.

It was noted in recent discussions that part of this position has been achieved not through efficiency savings, but through a deliberate decision to restrict or pause spending within the Place directorate in order to help offset overspends in other areas of the organisation. This impacts your highways and engineering work (drains, gullies, potholes, repairs and maintenance),  waste collection, street cleansing, planning and enforcement, transport (public and school), assets and property, and community and public protection. 

That raises an important question about what sits beneath the surface of a broadly balanced budget. Whether this position reflects improved performance across the system as a whole, or a rebalancing exercise where financial inefficiency in other directorates are being managed by constraining activity in others.

A recent report highlighted risks and ongoing pressures in Adults and Children’s Services and the failure to deliver planned savings in those areas. This inevitably brings the focus back to the long-standing emphasis on prevention and early intervention, strategies that are repeatedly cited as key to managing demand and improving outcomes over time.

If those approaches are working as intended, the expectation would be that we begin to see some easing of downstream pressures. If not, why not!

Good financial governance isn’t just about delivering an underspend, it’s about being clear about how it has been achieved, and what the consequences are for services and our villages. 

I’d ask the Clerk, parish councillors and residents to contact me if they have any concerns about services they expect to be delivered well and on time that fail to be carried out or are not satisfactory.

CQC – Adults Services Inspection

Having read Dorset Council's CQC assessment in full there is much in the report that deserves recognition. Dorset has received an overall "Good" rating, and the report highlights the dedication of staff, improvements in partnership working, and positive progress in areas such as prevention, hospital discharge and support for people to remain independent.

However, the report also identifies a number of areas requiring improvement, particularly around assessments, equity of access and outcomes, and safeguarding.

What stood out to me was the repeated reference to the challenges faced by residents in our rural communities. The report highlights how transport difficulties, isolation and access to services continue to affect people's wellbeing and ability to get the support they need. I am also concerned by the continuing delays in assessments and reviews.

While improvements have been made, some residents are still waiting far too long for the support they need.

Most concerning of all is safeguarding. Although the new safeguarding model is showing encouraging early results, the report identifies a significant backlog of Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards (DoLS) assessments.

These assessments exist to protect some of the most vulnerable people in our communities and ensure their rights are safeguarded. The scale of the backlog is something that cannot be ignored.

As councillors, our role is not simply to celebrate success or criticise shortcomings. It is to acknowledge progress while asking the difficult questions about what is being done to address the areas where residents are still being let down. I’ve requested that Adult Services Dorset Council People & Health Scrutiny Committee to explain how they intent to address these serious shortcomings.
For any ward work, please contact me at CllrJane.Somper@dorsetcouncil.gov.uk.

