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Stopping more council cuts

The social care system is in crisis. 
In England over 1.5 million people, 
including around 142,500 people 
with a learning disability, receive 
social care services, and more and 
more people need these services 
each year. However, due to 
growing demands on the system 
and cuts to local authority budgets, 
many people are missing out on 
the services they need to live safe, 
happy and independent lives. 

Almost every local authority has made cuts to its 
social care services in the past few years, and these 
cuts have had a significant impact on the lives of 
people with a learning disability and their families. 
While local authorities blame the government and 
the government blames local authorities, the 
people who lose out are those who need the 
services that are being cut. 

There have been lots of excuses given about tough 
financial times and everyone having to bear the 
brunt of the spending cuts, but neither local 
authorities nor the government seem to appreciate 
the impact that cuts have on people’s lives. 

This document is intended to give you the 
information you need to make local authorities in 
your area see the reality of the cuts they are 
making – and to urge them to protect services for 
people with a learning disability in next year’s 
budget. Most local authorities will start setting their 
budgets in the autumn, so now is the time to make 
them face the facts and stop the cuts.
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An overview of adult social care cuts in England

The big picture

As the government reduces funding to local 
authorities and the demand grows, councils are 
forced to make tough spending decisions to save 
money where they can. Here are the facts:

The growing pressure

There are estimated demographic pressures (for 
example ageing population and growing prevalence 
of learning disability) of 3-4% which means local 
authorities need to increase social care spending by 
3-4% each year to maintain service provision. 
Therefore decreases in spending will lead to 
considerable cuts to services¹.

The money

•  In the 2010 Comprehensive Spending Review, 
Chancellor George Osborne announced 28% cuts 
in the money the government gives to local 
authorities over four years. Following this, in the 
2012 Budget the Chancellor announced that 
public spending would continue to fall beyond 
2015, so it is likely local authority funding will be 
cut even further in the future.

•  However, in the Comprehensive Spending Review 
the government also announced an extra £7.2 
billion specifically earmarked for social care from 
2010/2011 to 2014/15 (an annual investment 
increasing each year, to £2 billion in 2014/15).

The impact on council spending

•  Although there was additional money given for 
social care, it was not ring-fenced. The Association 
of Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS) 
estimates that local authority adult social care 
budgets across England will reduce by a total of 
£1.89 billion in 2011/12 and 2012/13 alone. £113 
million of this will come from reducing services.

•  Research by the Learning Disability Coalition (LDC) 
in 2012 found that 77% of local authorities are 
facing difficulties in funding services for people 
with a learning disability and are either making 
cuts to services or efficiency savings.

•  Mencap research also shows that many local 
authorities have been reducing their social care 
budgets over the last three years, and across the 
board local authorities have not been able to keep 
up with rising demand:

  -  Between 2009/10 and 2010/11, over a third 
(35%) of the councils that gave spending figures 
cut their adult social care budgets. 30% also cut 
their social care budgets for adults with a 
learning disability. The increase in adult social 
care spending across the councils was also £330 
million less than needed to maintain existing 
provision.

  -  Between 2010/11 and 2011/12, over half (54%) 
of the councils that gave spending figures cut 
their adult social care budgets. Over a third 
(36%) also cut their social care budgets for 
adults with a learning disability. The combined 
adult social care spending across the councils 
decreased by £70 million. 

  -  Between 2011/12 and 2012/13 almost three-
quarters (73%) of the councils that gave 
spending figures cut their adult social care 
budgets. Almost half (45%) also cut their social 
care budgets for adults with a learning disability. 
Again, the increase in adult social care spending 
across the local authorities was £110 million less 
than what was necessary to maintain existing 
provision, and spending on social care for adults 
with a learning disability was £10 million less.

•  This has a wider impact on society. According to a 
recent report from Age UK and Carers UK, people 
are giving up an estimated £4 billion in pay 
because they are being forced to leave work to 
care for elderly or disabled relatives. More than 
300,000 people quit work in 2010/11 to look after 
family members – and the number is increasing 
because of continuing cuts to social care budgets. 
The government is also missing out on £1 billion in 
taxes carers would otherwise have paid, and 
carers are claiming around £300 million in 
benefits to help cover their living costs.

 ¹Association of Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS) estimated 
demographic pressures to be 3% from 2012-13 (ADASS Budget Survey 
2012). Estimates from ADASS in 2010/11 and 2011/12 placed this at 4%.
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What cuts look like

Each local authority is making cuts in different 
ways, but there are common themes emerging –  
all of which having serious impacts on the lives  
of people with a learning disability: 

Tightening eligibility criteria

•  17 local authorities tightened their eligibility 
criteria from 2010/11 to 2011/12 and a further  
six local authorities restricted their eligibility  
for 2012/13.

•  The vast majority of councils tightened their 
criteria from ‘moderate’ to ‘substantial’, which is 
now by far the most common level.

•  Three local authorities operate ‘critical only’ 
eligibility criteria. In the past couple of years, 
several councils have tried to restrict their criteria 
to ‘critical only’, the strictest level possible. But 
they had their decisions overturned by the courts 
because they failed to fully consider the impact on 
those who would be affected and/or they did not 
properly gauge people’s views on the change.

•  Currently, two local authorities (1.4%) operate  
at ‘low’, 19 (13.4%) at ‘moderate’, 128 (83.1%)  
at ‘substantial’ and 3 (2.1%) at ‘critical’  
eligibility levels. 

Closing services

•  According to research by Mencap, since 2009/10 
almost 1 in 3 (32%) councils has closed day 
services. 1 in 5 (20%) of these did not say it had 
provided replacement services.

•  Over half (57%) of people with a learning disability 
who were known to social services in 2011/12 no 
longer received any day service whatsoever (an 
increase from 48% in 2009/10).

Cutting funding to service providers

•  90% of service providers surveyed by the LDC 
described the funding situation for support for 
people with a learning disability as difficult, with 
72% saying that funding for their services from 
local authorities had been cut in 2011/12. A 
further 28% of providers had seen a freeze in local 
authority funding, which effectively means in real 
terms a cut in funding.

•  Over half of providers said that services for people 
with a learning disability in the local authorities 
they work in had been cut over the last year.

•  Two thirds of service providers are now being 
expected to provide additional support to people 
within an existing contract, but without any  
extra funding.

Increasing charges

•  According to research by the LDC, in 2011/12 
nearly half of local authorities increased service 
charges, and a further third expected to increase 
charges in 2012/13. 

•  ADASS estimates that increases in charges will 
save local authorities £77 million in 2012/13.

•  Mencap research found that, since 2009/10, 3 in 5 
(60%) local authorities have increased charges for 
day service attendance and related services such 
as transport, on average by 70%.
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What this means for people with a learning disability

•  In 2011/12, 17% of people with a learning 
disability surveyed by the LDC saw a reduction in 
support and 13% were given less money to spend 
on their support.

•  1 in 4 people with a learning disability who 
responded to Mencap’s online survey in spring 
2012 now spends less than one hour outside of 
their home every day.

•  Over 1 in 3 people with a learning disability admit 
to feeling ‘scared about the future’ (37%), 
‘isolated’ (27%) or ‘lonely’ (28%).

•  Almost one in four (23%) family carers state that 
their family is financially worse off due to the 
changes to day service provision.

•  Almost three-quarters of carers (72%) fear that 
their child will not receive the support they need 
to live a full and independent life.

Stephen’s story

In October 2010, Stephen received a letter from 
a social worker at his council in London saying ‘a 
decision has been made that Stephen is no 
longer eligible for social care funding’. The letter 
stated that Stephen’s last day at his day centre 
would be just over a week from when he 
received the letter.

Stephen has been going to his day centre for the 
last 12 years. It is a place where he feels safe, 
where he knows people and the routines. 
Stephen felt he was “hit in the stomach” when 
he read the letter. He does not feel he has 
changed and cannot understand why he is now 
being cut off.

Stephen and his family have challenged the 
council’s decision but this has still not been 
resolved. In the meantime, Stephen is 
continuing to go to the day centre and is 
funding this himself. He says, “If I didn’t go  
I’d probably be stuck at home, anxious and 
depressed.”

Claire’s story

Claire used to attend her day centre five days a 
week, where she enjoyed time out of the house, 
seeing friends and engaging in activities that 
stimulated her. Everything changed in July 2011 
when Claire was allocated a personal budget of £74 
per week. Claire and her family have tried to make 
the budget stretch, but the best they can manage 
is three three-hour sessions a week. This means 
that Claire’s activities will drop from five full days to 
three half-days.

Alongside the introduction of personal budgets, the 
council is modernising day services. This should 
mean more activities in the community with more 
choice and control for service users, but all Claire 
and her parents see is day centres, such as the one 
Claire used to go to, closing and nothing new to 
replace them. 

Claire’s mother is furious with the dismissive 
attitude towards the cuts. She is fearful for her 
daughter and what will happen to her in the future. 
She says, “A lot of us are now over 70, we’re tired, 
we’re weary, we’ve been fighting a long time and 
we still have to fight.”
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Face the facts!

Both local and central government 
need to face the facts about the 
impact of social care cuts and what 
will happen to people with a 
learning disability if cuts to services 
do not stop: more people will be 
stuck at home, more families will 
be at breaking point, and the 
government and councils will 
continue to fail some of the most 
vulnerable people in society. 

Mencap has seen only too clearly how people with 
a learning disability and their families have been 
affected by cuts over the past few years, and we 
call on councils to protect learning disability 
services in the short term, and the government to 
invest more money in the social care system in the 
long term.

Building a local picture
How can you help?

We need to effectively lobby councils so they fully 
understand the impact of the cuts they are making, 
and so they work harder to protect learning 
disability services in next year’s budget. We want 
you to prioritise councils that are the biggest 
culprits, create a ‘dossier’ of cuts and the impact 
they have on real people, and then use this to  
lobby councils so they stop cuts to learning 
disability services.

National facts and figures are useful in giving the 
bigger picture of social care cuts across England, 
but councils will not be persuaded by these alone. 
You need to present councils with the facts of their 
own cuts and the impact these cuts are having on 
real people.

Your local cuts dossier could be based on the 
national overview above: top-line spending figures 
--> examples of cuts --> impact on real people.
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Face the facts!

Set out below are some things to think about in 
order to build your own local ‘Face the facts’ cuts 
dossier. An example of a dossier is included at  
the end.

Which local authorities should you target?

In order to use your time well and maximise the 
outcomes of your lobbying, you need to consider 
how to choose the two or three local authorities 
you will target.

Here are a few things to look out for to determine 
your ‘chosen ones’:

• Significant cuts to social care spending

•  Eligibility criteria changes or authorities that 
operate ‘critical only’ eligibility criteria

•  Big cuts to one area of social care services, for 
example day services or individual care packages

Who should you target?

The most important people to influence are 
directors of adult social services and cabinet 
members for adult social care. Most names and 
contact details for these two groups will be 
provided to you by the campaigns team. 

Council leaders and chief executives are also very 
influential, but it might be harder to get meetings 
with them.

Other councillors can be useful to have on side, 
especially if they represent individuals who are 
willing to speak up about cuts to their services. 

What stats do you need?

The more hard facts and figures you can include in 
your dossier the better. This will show you have 
done your research and you will probably know the 
statistics better than them!

You can probably find most of the figures you need 
on social care spending from the spreadsheet the 
campaigns team have produced. Any that aren’t on 
there will be available from the council or from 
central government. 

When describing the impact of cuts (for example a 

short breaks service closure or tightened eligibility 
criteria) it is useful to give estimates of the number 
of people affected. You should be able to find these 
from the council’s own impact assessment of the 
cuts or local groups might have this information.

If you mention increases in charging or decreases 
in personal budgets, you should quote actual 
figures or percentages. 

A good angle is to compare the amount of money 
being saved through cuts to social care services 
with money being spent on less important services. 
For example closing the short breaks service saved 
the council £150,000 a year, but this same amount 
was spent on a new project to tidy up front gardens.

How do you get across the real impact of cuts?

Case studies! Using real people’s stories, made 
anonymous if necessary, is a very powerful way of 
showing the human face of the cuts. This will be 
even more powerful if the story is of someone who 
lives in the council’s area who has been affected by 
the council’s cuts. A list of cuts case studies from 
your area has been provided to you. Make sure your 
case studies are linked to the cuts you have 
information on.

If you can, try to get people with a learning 
disability and their families along to meetings with 
councillors. Having real people talk about their 
experiences will show the reality of spending cuts 
in a way that facts and figures cannot. 
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An example of a Face the facts cuts dossier

Golden Lane Council must face the facts about 
social care cuts

Social care services are extremely important for 
many people, including those with a learning 
disability. Worryingly, due to growing demands on 
services and cuts to council budgets, more and 
more people are missing out on these services. 
Golden Lane Council is one of many making cuts 
that are hitting vulnerable people hard.

The numbers

These figures speak for themselves:

•  Golden Lane Council cut £10 million from its  
adult social care budget from 2010/11 to 2011/12. 
This included £3 million from the learning 
disability budget.

•  At the same time as making these cuts, Golden 
Lane Council installed new street signs in every 
street, which cost the council £2.5 million, and 
introduced a new project to replant the 
flowerbeds in all the public parks, which cost the 
council over £500,000. 

The cuts

Cuts to support for people with a learning disability 
have been felt in a variety of ways:

•  In 2011/12, Golden Lane Council closed five day 
services for people with a learning disability.

•  In 2010/11, three adult short breaks services were 
merged into one.

•  Charges for transport services for people with  
a learning disability have doubled in the past  
three years.

•  Golden Lane Council is currently consulting on 
whether to restrict its eligibility criteria from 
‘moderate’ to ‘substantial’.

The impact

These are not just words and figures, but changes 
that have a profound impact on many people who 
need support to live safe, happy and independent 
lives:

•  150 fewer people with a learning disability go to 
day services now than two years ago.

•  Family carers now get half as many short breaks 
as they did in 2010/11.

•  If the council restricts its eligibility criteria, people 
with moderate needs will lose their services. This 
could affect up to 350 people with a learning 
disability, whose needs could include support to 
carry out personal care tasks. 

Helen’s story

Helen used to go to a day service four days 
a week, but since her service was closed 
she only goes to the library on two 
mornings. She is stuck at home the rest of 
the time because her mother is elderly and 
cannot get out and about with her. Helen 
and her mother say life is much worse now, 
and they feel let down by Golden Lane 
council.

Golden Lane council needs to face the facts 
about the cuts it is making and what will 
happen to people with a learning disability 
if these cuts do not stop: more people, like 
Helen, will be stuck at home, more families 
will be at breaking point, and the council 
will be failing some of the most vulnerable 
people in society. 



If you have any questions about campaigning 
against cuts to social care, please contact Mencap’s 
campaigns team.

Write to:  Mencap campaigns team 
 123 Golden Lane  
 London EC1Y 0RT

Call:  020 7696 5462  
Email:  campaigns@mencap.org.uk

Some of the pictures used in this document are for illustrative purposes only.  
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