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I do believe that 2015 is going to be an interesting year, with two important decisions being taken; locally the planning decision about Woodstock East, nationally there is the General Election taking place on 7th May. Both of these events will dominate the year.
Woodstock East 
The development will have a major effect on the Town and surrounding villages, especially with regard to transport. The relevant planning committees at Cherwell and West Oxfordshire have to work within the local and national planning policies if they are to refuse an application. If there are no valid grounds for refusal then the development will proceed. If that is the case then we have to ensure the best possible mitigation for the town and surrounding villages. Improvements to bus services to Hanborough station and the soon-to-be opened Oxford Parkway would give a real alternative to the car. Good accessibility from the development to the town centre is vital along with improvements to car parking in the Town centre to ensure it remains the focus for local community. Health care provision has to be addressed to ensure that residents can be treated locally. There does need to be dialogue about development within the town and the type of mitigation, I welcome the fact that the Town council is preparing additional meetings to consider a vision for the future. 
General Election
Whatever the outcome; the key fact is that there will still be a need to reduce public expenditure. Despite the good work of the Chancellor of the Exchequer in reducing the deficit, the fact is we are still borrowing money to pay for expenditure. With major areas such as the NHS ring fenced, Local Government will take yet more reductions in grant funding. We have to be realistic and plan for the future without central governments funding.
Tri-Counties

The launch of the Tri-Counties with Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire was a statement of intent to work towards a Combined Authority around transport, skills, infrastructure planning and development.
It is NOT about a super Unitary authority, as each council will have its own sovereignty and will make the final decision regarding any proposals. There is no intention of merging councils, however if this is successful then we may look at other common areas to work together to be more efficient. 

The title of Combined Authority is the current government’s preferred term although the proposal does not fit their regulations so we are asking for a different form of Combined Authority. Areas such as Greater Manchester, West Yorkshire, Sheffield and Leeds are working on the Combined Authority concept, having powers devolved down to them so that they are able to take decisions locally. The Core Cities Group is pushing for greater devolution of powers to Britain’s biggest cities. Chris Murray, director of Core Cities, is preparing a report making the case for cities to be handed more tax and spending powers as a first step. If you look at these areas then the Tri-Counties have similar or greater economic power and are net contributors to Government; why should we leave the championing of local devolved power to the North and the Chancellor to promote?
We are already working together on the East West rail project. There have been recent announcements around the Autumn Statement of the Oxford-Cambridge expressway, an additional junction on the M40, improvements to Peartree & Botley junctions, the study into the A34. We should be determining the best locations and if the money was devolved we may be looking at a different solution, currently these are decided by mandarins at the Department of Transport. Locally we have the knowledge for the best locations for these vital pieces of infrastructure this can only be achieved with devolved powers.
Councillor Allowances
The question of councillors’ allowances is always tricky and there is never a good time to debate them. An Independent Allowance panel of 3 people made an assessment of councillors’ allowances. The last time we had a full review of allowances was in 2011. Allowances were frozen then. 

 

In 2013 we reduced the number of councillors from 74 to 63 this had an impact on councillors increasing the size and area of their divisions. Last year the independent panel reviewed the new structure but felt it was best to do a full review once a full year had taken place so that they could get a better understanding of the workload. The saving resulting from the reduction in councillors from 74 to 63 was £117K

 The independent panel produced their recommendations on councillor allowances. Some allowances were cut or removed, whilst others increased. It would not be correct to pick and choose which recommendations to take.

Once again I state that there is never a good time to review councillor allowances however the recommendations came from an independent panel based the work load of councillors.

ROADWORKS

The completion of the £7 million scheme at the Hinksey Hill and Kennington roundabouts has increased the capacity at those junctions by 30%. At the same time we took advantage of the expensive traffic management to carry out vital repair work to the bridges ensuring that it should be a long time before works are required. 

We have been successful in working with our partners at the Local Enterprise Partnership in obtaining more funds. So this will not be the end of road works as in 2015 we have plans across the county to improve the network:

Project





Start Date

End Date

London Road Improvements


13 October 2014
May 2015

Milton Interchange




January 2015
January 2016

Cycle City: The Plain



January2015

July 2015

Featherbed Lane and Steventon Lights

January 2015
November 2015

Project





Start Date

End Date

Harwell Phase 2 (Hagbourne Hill)


January 2015
November 2015

Chilton A34 Junction – North facing slips

February 2015
December 2015

Frideswide Square (Phase 2 -Main Square)
February 2015
December 2015

Wolvercote Roundabout



June 2015

January 2016

Cutteslowe Roundabout



June 2015

January 2016

Harwell Oxford Entrance



July 2015

July 2016

Harwell Phase 1




August 2015

February 2017
The work is designed to be phased but some of the funds are dependent on spending within a certain time frame. If a project were to be deferred, it would mean some residents would not benefit from improvements.

It was welcome news that we were given 6 year road maintenance funding as it will enable us to plan over a longer period with certainty of funds.
BUDGET

Work is continuing on the budget for 2015/16.  I had hoped, after two difficult budgets with savings totalling £265 million, that this year might have been slightly easier. Unfortunately that is not the case, with increased pressures coming from both Adult and Childrens Services, adding £20 million of pressures. This brings the total savings to £285 million from 2010 to 2018. Yet again there will be some very difficult decisions to be taken to deliver a balanced budget in February. As I mentioned above, regarding the Tri-Counties project, if Central Government funding is to be reduced we need more devolved powers to determine what is best for Oxfordshire - perhaps we need to have a debate about the most efficient form of local Government.
The additional savings target does mean that the popular Councillor Community Budget fund and Area Stewards fund will have to cease. The Government has announced that the referendum limit will be at 2% for the coming year. We had been preparing the budget on a 1% limit to obtain the top-up ‘freeze’ grant, however that adds a pressure of £3.1 million to the medium term plan. If we decide to increase council tax by 1.99% we may decide to add the funds to the reserves to try and protect the council from future cuts from Central Government funding.
Looking back on 2014, the highlight for me has to be that despite having to find an additional £64 million of savings in this year’s budget. We were able to eliminate 15 minute visits for elderly clients by increasing the length of the visit to a minimum of 30 minutes; this gives the carer extra time to deliver quality care to vulnerable clients.
I wish you all a Happy New Year
Ian Hudspeth
