Annual Report 2020

CLLR LORNA DUPRE
County councillor for the Sutton division
(including Sutton, Mepal, Witcham, Wentworth,
Coveney, Wardy Hill, Way Head, Little Downham,
Pymoor, and Witchford)

Introduction
There is no doubt that the council year
from May 2019 to April 2020 is clearly
divided into two distinct parts - before
COVID-19 and after COVID-19.
The arrival of the virus, and the lockdown
that followed, have completely
transformed our priorities and our
expectations.
The local communities in the Sutton
division have been amazing in the way
they have rallied round to support
vulnerable or ‘shielding’ residents, do
people’s shopping, collect prescriptions,
make face masks, supply fresh produce
and plants for charity, and so much more.
A massive thank you for all you have done.
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The council

1.1 From June 2019 to January 2020 I was
temporarily leader of my political
group on the County Council, after
Cllr Lucy Nethsingha was elected to
the European Parliament. Following
the UK’s departure from the EU in
January 2020, Lucy returned to the
Group leadership and I stepped
down. I returned to my previous role
as Deputy Group leader in May 2020.
1.2 Until May 2020 I was my group’s lead
member on the council’s Commercial
& Investment Committee. In May
2020 a new committee structure was
implemented, and I am now my
group’s lead member on a new
committee, Environment &
Sustainability. I am also a member of
the General Purposes Committee,
and the Health Committee.
1.3 The Liberal Democrat Group won two
by-elections this year, so the Council
currently consists of 35 Conservative

councillors, 16 Liberal Democrats,
seven Labour, two St Neots
Independents, and one Independent.
1.4 Plans are progressing for the County
Council to move its HQ from Shire
Hall in Cambridge to Alconbury. Just
as the Council moves into Alconbury,
the Mayor of Cambridgeshire &
Peterborough will be moving out,
citing lack of public transport (one of
his responsibilities) as a reason.
During the COVID-19 lockdown the
Council has been meeting virtually,
which in my view is a great
improvement generally - for
environmental reasons, because it is
more time-efficient, residents can
view meetings from home in real time
or watch a recording, and councillors
are usually better behaved.
1.5 In recent news, it now appears that
the Government is keen to move
quickly to create more unitary (singletier) councils of at least 300-400,000
people. A Government paper is
expected in the autumn. If this were
to be required in Cambridgeshire, it is
likely that we would have no more
than two, or possibly even one,
council for Cambridgeshire, with East
Cambridgeshire District Council being
subsumed into a larger council, and
Cambridgeshire County Council
either disappearing or taking on all
the responsibilities of all the districts.
1.6 The Council increased its portion of
Council Tax in February, by 1.59 per
cent for general services, and 2.00 per
cent for adult social care. A large
budget gap remains for future years,
though the full financial effects of the
pandemic, and how much of the
resulting costs to the Council will be
covered by the Government, remain
to be seen.
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about the scale of financial cutbacks
expected of it by Government and
how to manage this. The effect of
COVID-19 on the economy will have
changed many budget expectations,
for the CCG as much as for every
other organisation.

COVID-19 and health

2.1 The County Council is responsible for
public health in Cambridgeshire, and
its work and responsibilities have
consequently been massively
increased in light of COVID-19.
The County Council is part of the joint
arrangements with the local NHS and
other bodies for local management of
the pandemic. For the Director of
Public Health and her team this has
included
● Providing public health advice and
guidance to the Local Resilience
Forum’s Strategic Coordination
Group and Tactical Coordination
Group, and to council staff and the
social care sector
● Co-chairing a PPE ‘cell’ distributing
PPE to eligible local organisations
● Working with partners to meet the
needs of marginalised and
excluded groups including
homeless people
● Producing public health guidance
for volunteers
● Publishing regular data updates
● Putting in place a mental health
campaign
● Developing plans for local contact
tracing
● Addressing local COVID-19
outbreaks
The Council has been responsible for
supporting ‘shielding’ residents
during the pandemic with
information and access to food and
medicines through its ‘hub’.
2.2 COVID-19 has not been the only
health issue occupying the County
Council. During the year the local
Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG)
held what it called a ‘Big
Conversation’ with local meetings

Last summer the CCG confirmed its
decision from 2017 to cease funding
the provision of specialist fertility
services. The CCG will only review the
decision again when it has achieved a
financial surplus.
One statistic which is particularly
concerning is that 32 per cent of
children in Cambridgeshire and
Peterborough aged 0-5 live with an
adult with medium to high severity
mental health issues.
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Children and schools

3.1 During lockdown schools are
technically closed, though they have
been asked to open to children of key
workers, then to selected year
groups. At 20 per cent, take-up in
Cambridgeshire was among the
highest in the country. Plans for all
schools to fully reopen before the
summer holidays were abandoned on
grounds of sheer practicality and the
Council is working with schools on the
complexities of a full opening in
September. Many parents have found
the months of home tutoring very
challenging.
The Government caved in after a
strong campaign by footballer Marcus
Rashford and announced that access
to school meal vouchers would be
retained over the summer holidays.
The Council is encouraging all eligible
parents to sign up for these - many
families whose financial situation has

ones, on people needing various
kinds of care from the Council.

changed during the pandemic may
not realise they are entitled to claim.
3.2 COVID aside, budgets for children
with special educational needs have
been stretched to snapping point.
The ‘Dedicated Schools Grant’ budget
carried forward a deficit of £16.6M
from last year into this year, and this
is continuing to increase as the
numbers of children and young
people with Education Health & Care
Plans, and the complexity of their
needs, continues to rise. The Council
has had to submit a Recovery Plan to
Government to show how it will bring
down the growing overspend. The
advice to (broadly) ‘spend less money’
is obvious but not necessarily helpful,
when each child who needs one is
entitled - morally as well as legally - to
an EHCP and the help it specifies.
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Adult Social Care

4.1 Care homes were front and centre of
the news this spring when news
emerged that large numbers of
people had been discharged from
hospitals into care homes, to free up
hospital bed capacity for COVID-19
patients, without being tested for the
virus. This resulted in a mass
importation of the virus into care
homes, with the result that around 50
per cent of care homes in
Cambridgeshire & Peterborough have
seen an outbreak (the figure is lower
in East Cambridgeshire, and higher
elsewhere). Council contractual
payments to care homes were
temporarily increased to help them
cover the increased costs of providing
care during a pandemic.
4.2 Earlier in the council year, the Council
made the decision to increase some
existing charges, and impose new
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Highways and transport

5.1 Transport is now a responsibility of
the Mayor and Combined Authority,
but the County Council still has
significant input and this remains one
of the most obviously high-profile
areas of the council’s operations.
5.2 The Combined Authority agreed a
Local Transport Plan in January. The
final version of this removed the
promise to privilege walking and
cycling, and replaced this with the
disappointing word prioritise.
The headline act of the Plan remains
the as yet unfunded Cambridge
Autonomous Metro or CAM, on which
I reported last year, with its tunnels
under the centre of Cambridge. A
consultation on some of the
principles of this was carried out
earlier this year. It is now being
suggested that there may in the
future be a CAM stop in East
Cambridgeshire, in the Burwell area,
but that is of little use to residents in
most of East Cambridgeshire.
5.3 The Combined Authority’s bus
strategy is still in progress, and due to
report early next year. The Combined
Authority’s Overview & Scrutiny
Committee has a ‘task and finish’
group scrutinising this piece of work.
The number of annual bus journeys
in Cambridgeshire has reduced by
over two million a year since 2013,
from 19 million to under 17 million.
5.4 The location of the new Cambridge
South railway station has been
announced as in the vicinity of the
biomedical campus near

Addenbrooke’s. A preferred route for
East-West Rail from Bedford to
Cambridge has been announced,
from Bedford Midland to St Neots,
Cambourne, and Cambridge South.
Meanwhile, the indicative cost of
works to create more rail capacity at
the Ely North junction has increased
twenty fold, to £0.5 billion.
5.5 The East Cambs Connect pre-booked
bus substantially cut its service
during the year, with reduced hours
and journeys only to Ely and back.
5.6 The £13M overspend on the Ely
bypass was reviewed by auditors and
a number of recommendations made
to try to reduce the risk of this
happening again.
5.7 The works on the A14 dominated
much of the last year. The County
Council agreed some years ago to pay
£25M towards the £1.5B cost. It
proposed to do this by taking £1M a
year for 25 years from a Government
grant it gets annually towards
highway improvements. At the time it
made this decision, this grant was
about £10M a year. However, it is
now only £3M a year, from which
£1M a year is an awful lot. The
Council has therefore decided to
borrow the money so that it can
repay its commitment to this scheme,
which doesn’t seem the best practice.
Work has now begun on the BP
roundabout, and will then start at
Lancaster Way roundabout. This
over £2M scheme, which is currently
causing chaos for drivers as it is
taking place during peak hours, will
make it even more difficult for
walkers, cyclists, and horse-riders to
use the roads safely.

The next major road scheme, if the
Government provides funding, will be
a dualling (or not) of the A10 for
some (or all, or none) of its length
between Ely and Milton. Various
options have been considered, and
narrowed down, over the last year,
and the public was recently asked to
comment on the seven remaining
options. Whether dualled or not, all
seven options show the traffic
continuing to pour onto the BP
roundabout at Ely, and the A14
interchange at Milton. The large new
development at Waterbeach, more
companies setting up on the
Lancaster Way business park, and the
additional traffic that will be attracted
to a dualled road, will surely only
increase the queues at these existing
junctions. Safe provision for walkers,
cyclists, and horse-riders, safe
crossing of the A10, and better public
transport, must be a priority.
5.8 One of the effects of COVID was to
dramatically reduce the number of
vehicles on the roads, with massive
resulting improvement in air quality.
Already however officers advise that
traffic has returned to 70 per cent of
pre-COVID levels. In order to try to
encourage more walking and cycling,
the Government has provided funds
to local authorities to make
temporary changes to the highway,
and officers are working with
councillors on various proposals,
some more controversial than others.
5.9 The council has agreed a new Road
Safety Strategy. The previous one
failed to achieve its target of a 40 per
cent reduction on a previously-agreed
baseline. I hope this one will be more
successful. Further works should be
carried out this year on the proposed
measures arising from the safety

study of the A142 between Ely and
Chatteris, but this will still be a long
way off the over £5M total.
5.10 HGVs continue to be a problem as
they cut through a number of our
villages. I was promised that a fresh
count of vehicles would be taken at
Sutton and a number of other
locations a year after the opening of
the Ely bypass, to find out how road
use had changed as a result.
Unfortunately, as I found out by
asking a follow-up question to the
council this May, officers decided to
delay the traffic count until a year
after the re-opening of the underpass
under the railway bridge at Ely, and
omitted a majority of the locations
including those like Sutton. The count
also coincided with lockdown, which
means that the resulting figures are
close to meaningless.
5.11 I spent quite a lot of time this year
working with officers on the £463,000
projected overspend on winter
gritting. In the end, a mild winter
meant it wasn’t quite as bad as that,
but both I and the officers now have a
much better grip of the detail of the
gritting budget and I hope this may
mean officers predicting their spend
more accurately in future.
5.12 We await new guidelines from the
council on managing local verges,
which officers say will bring us into
line with best practice promoted by
national charity Plantlife to encourage
wild flowers in our verges. I have
pointed out that there are now a
number of enthusiastic groups of
volunteers in some villages, and it
would be helpful if the new guidelines
could cover how volunteers can work
effectively with the county council
and parish councils.

5.13 A number of surface dressing works
from last year were not of good
quality, and the council will be
replacing some of these and
monitoring others. Many highways
works have been suspended during
the pandemic,
5.14 The council made the decision to
cease buying electrical supply for
parish-owned street lights, leaving
well over 100 parish councils to
negotiate their own supply.
5.15 Locally I supported Sutton Parish
Council’s application to the county
council for a mobile speed sign, and
Witchford Parish Council’s application
for further pavement widening along
Main Street. Last year’s application by
Sutton Parish Council for a 20MPH
zone from Church Lane along the
High Street as far as The Brook was
successfully installed, and work took
place in Witchford on their previous
Local Highway Initiative applications.
Areas of Westway Place Witcham
were finally resurfaced. Work
promised to Sutton Gault footbridge
has not yet taken place and I am
pursuing this.
5.16 The long-running disagreement over
the width of the Witchford byway
(BOAT7) running south between the
end of Main Street and the beginning
of Sutton Road has now been
resolved, and the byway found to be
narrower than the county council
thought when it told the district
council there was enough room for a
road of over eight metres. A scheme
for a narrower road which meets the
requirements of the council’s
highways department will be
required, to enable people to move
into their new homes behind 1-7
Sutton Road.
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https://consult.environmentagency.gov.uk/east-anglia-c-e/ousewashes-section-10-works/

Environment

6.1 The County Council established a new
Environment & Sustainability
Committee this spring. This follows its
declaration of a Climate Emergency,
and its publication of a Climate
Change Strategy for which I was a
member of the councillor steering
group.
One of the main focuses of this new
committee at the moment is the large
number of energy projects the
Council is working on. These include
switching a number of council
buildings to more sustainable energy
sources; installing solar carports at
Park & Rides and at the Council’s new
HQ at Alconbury; and a community
ground-source heating project at
Swaffham Prior to move the
community away from oil.
6.2 The County Council has been moving
forward with its consultation on the
review of its Waste & Minerals Plan,
which has now been submitted for
examination by a Planning Inspector.
6.3 The committee is also responsible for
considering flood risk issues, and we
are expecting a report on Fen
flooding at some point this year.
6.4 The Environment Agency’s barrier
banks works continued over last
summer and autumn, and have
resumed again for what should be
the final year of the four year
programme.
A consultation planned for March
about traffic arrangements during
works at Welney Wash in 2021 was
postponed because of the COVID-19
lockdown. However residents can still
give their views online at

6.5 Household Waste Recycling Centres
such as the one at Witchford were
closed at lockdown, and reopened in
June under COVID-safe conditions
which are regularly reviewed.
Unrelated to COVID-19, the Council
earlier in the year introduced a new
system of e-permits for vans and
trailers above a certain size.
6.6 The Mayor of Cambridgeshire &
Peterborough has not declared a
Climate Emergency, but the
Combined Authority decided in
October 2019 to establish a Climate
Change Commission to spend a year
producing a report. It has however
taken until the summer of this year to
announce a Chair (Baroness Brown of
Cambridge) which means the
Commission’s work is very delayed.
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Commercial

7.1 The County Council’s plan for bringing
in additional revenue has been to
establish its own property company
This Land, under the chairmanship of
Steven Norris (former minister in
Margaret Thatcher’s Government);
and to invest in commercial property
in Cambridge, Wisbech and
elsewhere in the county.
This Land’s building programme has
of course been held up by COVID-19.
Additionally the Council’s flagship
commercial purchase of student
accommodation in Cambridge has
faced strong competition from other
providers.
The Council decided during the year
to change tack and reduce its

exposure and spread risk by investing
with charity fund management body
CCLA. CCLA is one of the UK's largest
charity fund managers, managing
investments for charities, religious
organisations, and the public sector.

centre police station and a new hub
near Milton were consulted on earlier
this year. A consultation is now in
progress on the proposed site of the
new hub next to Milton Park & Ride.
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Libraries

8.1 County Council libraries were closed
during the early months of lockdown
but have begun to reopen tentatively
to booked drop-offs and collections.
The County Archives, which
completed their move to Ely during
the year, are discouraging visitors in
person, but appointments can be
booked to view particular items.
8.2 Just before lockdown I attended the
twentieth birthday celebrations of Ely
Library, where we were joined by
special guest Ely poet Wendy Cope.
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Police

9.1 Police & Crime Commissioner Jason
Ablewhite resigned late last year after
a complaint was referred to the
Independent Office for Police
Conduct. His temporary replacement
is in place until elections in May 2021.
9.2 The long-running dispute about
whether the Police & Crime
Commissioner should take over the
Fire Authority has been delayed to
the second half of next year. The
dispute, which has cost the taxpayer
more than £250,000 so far, has been
subject to judicial review and appeal,
but the Home Office has said that it
wants to see a fresh business case,
which it will not be able to consider
until after the election for Police &
Crime Commissioner in May 2021.

10.1 Local government in Cambridgeshire
is dominated by the Mayor’s
Combined Authority. This now has
three Executive Committees in
addition to its Board: Skills, Transport
& Infrastructure, and Housing &
Community.
The Combined Authority will be
responsible for much of the work to
restore the county’s economy after
the pandemic, and improving
broadband (whose shortfalls many of
us have felt in online meetings during
lockdown). It is also continuing to
promote ‘Community Land Trusts’,
lend money for house building, and
develop its ‘£100K homes’ product.
We were surprised to learn that it
keeps no record of whether its
housing investments result in more
accessible or carbon-neutral homes.
‘Market Town Masterplans’ were
drawn up (by consultants, rather than
by local communities) for towns
including Ely, Soham, and Littleport,
and the Combined Authority is now
preparing to hand out £1M per town
in the projects mentioned in them.

11 Finally
11.1 I have been unable to hold my usual
monthly surgeries during lockdown.
My monthly county councillor reports
are at www.tinyurl.com/lornasreports
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9.3 Proposals to replace facilities at
Parkside in Cambridge with a new city

