It’s time for us to cut the cost of Ken
THERE can be only one verdict on the £3 million budget the Mayor plans to impose on Londoners for the coming year: the cost of Ken must be reduced.

The average Londoner, in a band D house, will have to pay £304 next year for the privilege of having Mr Livingstone at the helm. And all this is on top of the council tax charged by boroughs: the total average council tax bill will be £1,270 a year.
Mr Livingstone made a modest start when he first came to power. His slice of council tax then was only £123 a year. But his latest tax grab amounts to a whopping 147 per cent rise since he took over at City Hall. Some people might say £300 a year is a small price to pay for the sheer entertainment value of a Mayor who boasts about a bargain oil deal with Venezuela, but returns empty-handed after spending £41,000 of our cash on flights to Havana and Caracas.
But try telling that to people on low incomes. Council tax falls disproportionately on the poor. That £300 bill for keeping Ken on first-name terms with dictators is an awful lot for someone on the £5.35 minimum wage. His latest increase, 5.3 per cent, is nearly double the rate of inflation. A year ago he was telling us council tax is “as high, in real terms, as people can probably bear”.

There are other concerns about Mr Livingstone’s ambitions. First, for all he says about not raising Londoners’ contributions to the Olympics beyond £20 a year, he is in no position to deliver.

He has signed an agreement with the Government that stipulates any cost overruns have to be met by either the Lottery or council tax payers in the capital. Then there is the expansion of his empire. The Greater London Authority Bill now before Parliament gives the Mayor new powers. Next year he will have a much bigger role in areas such as planning, housing, health, skills training and cultural life. Plenty of scope there for taking powers from local councils.

Like Mr Livingstone, I too believe people are at breaking point over taxes. The difference is that I will do something about it. This week the GLA Conservatives put forward an alternate budget that would freeze the Mayor’s slice of council tax for another year, while still giving us an extra 600 British Transport Police.

Their proposals, which I would implement, are sensible and realistic. We could start by thinning out staff at City Hall. The Mayor plans to raise the number of bureaucrats to 740 plus contractors and temporary staff. I would cut numbers to nearer 500.
I would take a look at the Mayor’s enthusiasm for hiring consultants, costing about £5 million a year. Why, if he has an “economics unit” of 16, does he need to pay £225,000 a year? His communications budget us more that £5 million a year and some £250,000 of this is from the policing budget. It would be better spent on more officers.

The days of high tax and spend are over. Last year’s council elections, where the Tories made big gains with promises to freeze or cut council taxes, point the way forward for the mayoral race in 2008. My aim is to cut the cost of Ken.

