
Annual Report to Gt Wilbraham Parish Assembly 2021 
 

A report on Cambridgeshire County Council from Cllr John Williams 
 

Foreword 
 
The last twelve months have been the strangest of all the 20 years I have been a County Councillor. 
 
Life, personal and communal, has been dominated by the Covid virus but, at the same time, every effort 
has been made to ‘keep things going’. Its been the same at the county council especially as it was 
designated by the Government as a Hub to coordinate the work of all the councils and agencies in the 
county to ensure Government help got to the most venerable particularly those who were Shielding.  
 
The County Council has continued to function and most of its scheduled meetings have taken place, but by 
Zoom or Microsoft Teams. 
 
An additional complication was the severe flooding which occurred as a result of the heaviest rainfall for 
many years over the Christmas period. This affected various conurbations differentially but exposed 
inadequacies in the maintenance of drains. The problems arising from that are being addressed by councils 
at all levels. 
 
At the time of writing, there seems to be the possibility of a return to ‘normal’ in the next few weeks but 
we do not yet know if the new normal will be like the old normal or whether certain procedures will be 
changed indefinitely. 
 
My main report follows below and contains no surprises as I have been reporting to the Great Wilbraham 
Parish Council meetings. 
 
I retire from my county councillor role this May but I will continue to be one of your District councillors. 

 
The main report below follows the pattern of the reports I have provided in previous years. 
 
Paragraphs 1 – 3 provide the factual details about the County Council 
 

Paragraphs  4 – 5 summarise the Council’s financial position and policy 
 

Paragraphs 6 – 9 report on the main areas of County Council activity which affect the lives of residents 

 
Paragraph 10 reports on the Combined Authority of which Cambridgeshire is a part. 
 

Paragraph 11 reports on my more specific contacts with Great Wilbraham 
 

Paragraph 12 comments on the national scene insofar as it affects local government. 
 
Paragraph 13 summarises the national pressures and uncertainties we face. 

 
Keeping you informed  
 
It is all too easy for councillors to become engrossed in their work on committees and lose touch with the 

people they represent. That is why I have attended the monthly Parish Council meetings, and 
provided all residents with up-dates through the Focus leaflets.  

 



I quite understand that not everybody shares my political perspective nor my interpretation of national 
developments but I have tried to engage constructively with any residents who have raised issues 
with me. 

 
Full details of the County Council structure, committees and meetings with reports can be seen on-line at 
www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk. Full Council meetings are web-cast. 

 
 

John Williams April 20 April 2021 
 

1. The political balance of the Council 
 

The political composition of the 61-member Council now stands as:  
 
35 Conservatives, 16 Liberal Democrats, 7 Labour,  2 ‘St. Neots Independents’, 1 Independent.  
 
The Council has seven decision-making committees. with a majority of Conservatives on each committee 
and every Committee chaired and vice-chaired by a Conservative. The committees are: 
Adults      Children and Young People                
Commercial and Investment   Economy and Environment                          
Health      Communities and Partnerships 
Highways and Community Infrastructure  
 
The overall political and financial direction of the Council is in the hands of the General Purposes 
Committee comprising 15 members. This is chaired by the Leader of the Council who is also the Leader of 
the Conservative Group. 
 
In addition there are several more smaller committees covering, for example, Planning, Audit and 
Accounts, Constitution and Ethics, Pensions, Staffing Appeals. All the committees are chaired by 
Conservatives except Audit and Accounts which is chaired by Cllr Shellens (Lib. Dem.). 
 

 
2. Council officers and Council offices 
The Chief Executive, Gillian Beasley, is shared with Peterborough as part of the policy of reducing back 
office costs and several other senior posts are also shared with Peterborough. The trend of recent years 
i.e. to reduce council staff, has continued. 
 
The CCC HQ building, Shire Hall, has been closed and emptied prior to being re-developed for other 
purposes, and the County Council will move to new buildings on a business estate in Alconbury Weald, 
probably from September 2021. The new buildings will be more economical to run but, being on the 
western edge of the Council area, there will be increased travel costs and time for staff, and more road 
pollution. In particularly it is not served by public transport the nearest bus stop being some distance away.  
For those without a car it is about a three hour trip from the centre of Cambridge to the new County Council 
home. 
 

 
3. What the Council provides 
Social services to children and young people, older people, people with mental health problems, physical 
and learning disabilities;                                                                                                                        
Planning of school places and some support for schools (although the funding for day-today running comes 
from central government); Coordinated Early Years provision, nurseries etc.;                                          
Libraries;                                                                                                                                                          
Road maintenance; road safety measures;  
Growth and wider development issues;                
Trading standards; waste disposal and recycling centres.        
 The former responsibility for overall transport strategy is gradually being taken over by the 
Combined Authority.                                                                                    
 

http://www.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/


 
 
 
 
 
 

4. The key issues faced by Cambridgeshire County Council:  
 

Reduced funding  Increasing costs Increasing demand     Covid paralysis 
 
The reduction in general grants from central government has continued except that some extra money has 
been made available for Covid measures. The Local Government Association, a cross-party organisation, 
has been ringing alarm bells recently about the greater financial burden placed on local councils and 
several have become insolvent. County Councils have the flexibility to increase tax levels (see below, para. 
5) without having to call a referendum. The demand for services is increasing as the proportion of the 
population needing adult social care support increases. Although the total number of under-fives is not 
increasing at the moment, the severity of need of an increasing proportion is placing greater demands on a 
hard-pressed service. The general pattern is for the cost of providing services to rise above general levels 
of inflation. 
 

 
5. County Council Tax 
The government has again capped the levels by which local councils can increase tax for 2021-22:           
3% over two years towards Adult Social Care and 1.99% towards other services.                                                               
Cambridgeshire CC has decided to limit the social care increase to 1%, followed by 2% next year and 
1.99% for other services..                                              
So, for the coming year 2021-22, the total 2.99% increase will cost a Band D household an extra £54.22 
per year. Over 60% of households in Cambridgeshire are in the lower bands A-C. 
 
In round figures, every 1% brings in about £3 million to the Council  
 
Since capping was introduced in 2014, the Council has not made use of the full flexibility allowed by central 
government. As a result of the compounding effect of those decisions, the Council’s income is about £10 
million less than it would have been.  
 

 
6. Services for older people 
More and more people are living longer and, in the main, healthier lives. When they do become dependent, 
the cost to the Council is very considerable. The Council’s aim is to enable more people to live longer at 
home and be supported there rather than going into sheltered accommodation. The policy of 
‘Transformation’ is based on a significant reduction in personnel together with higher expectations on the 
voluntary sector and an assumption of a willingness on the part of beneficiaries to accept new ways of 
being supported. While there is obviously merit in trying to find new ways of providing services, there can 
be no disguising the fact that provision will get worse for some and this is a matter of great concern, both 
locally and nationally. 

 
 
7. Transport and Highways 

a. Road maintenance and footpath repair are the most frequent source of complaint from residents. 
b. The impact of the decision by the County Council ruling group to reduce the drain clearance process 

was cruelly exposed by the recent flooding incidents.  
c. Also the Mayor took control of public transport in the county although last year the management of 

the contracted services such as the 18 bus to Newmarket and Fulbourn Tesco was left with the 
county council.  Since the start of the 2021/22 financial year this has now passed to the Combined 
Authority on behalf of the Mayor. 

d. We saw the response by the highway’s team impacted by many highways staff being seconded to 
Covid 19 duties. 

 



 
 
8. Education 

All Cambridgeshire secondary schools are now ‘academies’ which means that the Council has no 
jurisdiction over them. The County Council retains responsibility for the ‘well-being’ of children in academies 
though it has no formal role in intervening if things go wrong. 

Only a small minority of primaries have become academies and nearly all remain under the supervision of 
Cambridgeshire County County as the Local Education Authority.  Great Wilbraham primary school 
although a Church of England school remains a grant maintained school that is it receives Government 
funding via the Local Education Authority. 

The disruption of the last few months has caused the suspension of Ofsted inspections and of conventional 
examinations so it is not possible to make a comment on the success of Cambridgeshire schools against 
national benchmarks. 

Central government grant to Cambridgeshire improved in 15-16, and has been maintained. A ‘National 
Funding Formula’ published in September 2017 was a small move in the right direction.  Costs in schools 
have increased at a higher rate. Independent researchers confirm that, in real terms, funds available to 
schools have been cut by 9% since 2010. . 

The major topic this year, as last, is that funding for children with special needs has not kept up with the 
demand. The ‘High Needs Block’ in Cambridgeshire now has a deficit of £28 million, and a similar pattern is 
seen in other counties so this is a national problem. 

 
 

9. Climate Change                                                                                                    
The County Council, in common with many others, is beginning to take this seriously and is beginning to 
develop a Strategy to reduce energy consumption. The particular problem for Cambridgeshire is the 
massive expansion of housing and population. Cambridgeshire is, mainly, an attractive place to live and 
though house prices are rising, they are good value compared with the London area. A rapidly increasing 
population puts pressures on many services which use energy but I am sure we will see new ideas coming 
forward. Whether the general public is ready to change its ingrained habits is another matter! 

 

10. Combined Authority 

Since May 2017 there has been a ‘Combined Authority’ for Cambridgeshire and Peterborough with James 
Palmer (Con.) as Mayor.        
 
The combined authority comprises:                                                                  
Peterborough City Council (a unitary authority), the district councils of Huntingdonshire, Fenland, East 
Cambs, South Cambs and Cambridge City, and Cambridgeshire County Council.                                            
 
The Mayor has a Cabinet comprising the Council Leaders from all the constituent councils, i.e. five 
Conservatives, one Labour and one Lib Dem, and there is also a scrutiny panel.                                                                                                                                                           
 
Some people claim that the introduction of a Combined Authority makes it unnecessary to have County and 
District Councils as well as parish councils and perhaps one of the layers of local government could be 
pruned to save costs. The work on this was remitted to the Mayor but he has done nothing about it.                                      
 
Controversially the Mayor has recently overruled the Greater Cambridge Partnership in connection with 
road development proposals. He also had the Government withdraw £45 million of funding for housing due 
to concerns about the way in which money was being spent on housing – in particular the lack of affordable 
housing. He has decided not to have his HQ at Alconbury as originally planned but to have it in Ely.             
 



The Mayor has also been offered greater scope by central government in order to ‘level him up’ to the 
Metro Mayors in the North of England. This means that he will take on adult education and the 
development of a university in Peterborough. 
 

 
11. Great Wilbraham specifically 

a. I attend the Parish Council meetings where I report on current issues and answer questions from 
parish councillors.  I liaise with the Parish Clerk and/or Chairman between meetings if and when required.  

b. Some pot-hole repairs have eventually been carried out. But many more are needed to be done. 
The County Council has purchased more mobile equipment to enable it to carry out repairs quicker and 
cheaper.  In reporting a pothole you should use the County Council website as this automatically raises a 
job number against which a works order can be raised following inspection.  It is very helpful if you can 
upload a photo to accompany your report. 

c. HGVs travelling through the village remain problematic because of the current highway acts 
makes it impossible to ban HGVs when delivering or picking up from local businesses and farms unless 
there is a physical impediment.  Currently only advisory action can be taken such as the not suitable for 
HGVs signs put up by the County Council. On this South Cambs District Council has written to the 
Government and County Council. 

d. Speeding is also a problem affecting every village in the County and requires more support from 
the Police to tackle it.  Certainty of prosecution is in my view the only way to stop this. 

e. Flooding in parts of the village continues to be a major problem with the changing weather due to 
climate change despite having spent some £80,000 some years ago on drains in Church Street and Angle 
End. 

 
 

12. The future for local government services and the implication for 
communities 
It is now becoming increasingly clear that the structure and funding of local government as we have known 
it for many years has changed and will continue to change. Central government has been decreasing its 
grants to local councils with the expectation is that services will be ‘transformed’ and local groups - parish 
councils, voluntary groups – will have a bigger role in supporting those people in the early stage of needing 
help.                                                                                                                                      
 
The County Council has continued to make savings in its procedures and in increasing income. For 
example, it has set itself up as a property company “This Land” and is trying to sell off some of its land 
holdings for housing. Plans for moving HQ offices out of Shire Hall in Cambridge to a new building in 
Alconbury Weald are coming to fruition (see para. 2 above),   
 
 
 

13. National uncertainty 
It is probably not an exaggeration to say that we face, as a country, greater uncertainty than most of us can 
remember in a lifetime.  
 
It is already becoming apparent that the process of Brexit will be much more complicated than previously 
claimed by national politicians. We frankly do not know what the implications will be for the country 
economically nor for us, the general public, in our everyday lives. Problems for fishermen, farmers and for 
some industries are emerging.  
 
Climate change, still disputed by some, appears to be confirmed as an international trend with local 
implications for changes in our daily patten of behaviour. 
 
And then we have the recovery, we hope, from Covid. If the vaccination programme continues to go well, 
we may be safer but we do not yet know what the impact will be on many aspects of our social and 
communal lives. 
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