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CLLR LORNA DUPRE
CLLR MARK INSKIP
District councillors for the Sutton ward
(including Sutton, Mepal, Witcham, and Wentworth)

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.

1.2 On the same day as the council
elections, the referendum was held
on Sutton’s Neighbourhood Plan,
which passed overwhelmingly.
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The arrival of the virus, and the lockdown
that followed, have completely
transformed our priorities and our
expectations.
The local communities in the Sutton ward
have been amazing in the way they have
rallied round to support vulnerable and
‘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 from both of us for all
you have done.
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Elections

1.1 The district council elections of May
2019 resulted in the election of Mark
and the re-election of Lorna as the
two district councillors for the new
ward of Sutton which now includes
Mepal, Witcham, and Wentworth.
The council now consists of 15
Conservative councillors, 11 Liberal
Democrats, and two Independents - a
huge change from the overwhelming
Conservative numbers of the
previous eight years.
Lorna remains Leader of the Liberal
Democrat Group, and Mark is the
Liberal Democrat lead member for
the council’s Operational Services
Committee.
Lorna has also been reappointed by
the district council to the Combined
Authority’s Overview & Scrutiny
Committee, which she chairs.

COVID-19

2.1 The country went into lockdown on
23 March 2020, with obvious and
immediate effects for individuals,
families, communities, and
businesses, but also for council
services.
The council managed to continue
collecting domestic waste and
maintaining open spaces despite the
virus, for which we are all very
grateful. The Grange was shut to the
public, and staff worked from home
apart from occasional necessary visits
to carry out tasks which had to be
done at the council offices. Licensing
staff have also had to manage issues
arising from closure of bars and pubs.
2.2 One of the major tasks from April
onwards was to ensure the
distribution of millions of pounds of
Government grant to qualifying
businesses. East Cambridgeshire
District Council contracts out its
revenues and benefits services to
Anglian Revenues Partnership (ARP), a
consortium of several local
authorities in this region. It’s fair to
say that ARP got off to a somewhat
shaky start compared with many
councils in England, but gradually
caught up.
2.3 Some services such as district council
owned play areas have now reopened
following a period of closure. Others
however such as The Hive have been
slower to be allowed to reopen, and
this has had a consequent effect on
council finances.
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Planning

3.1 Planning policy and planning
applications have continued to be
major issues for the council and its
residents.
3.2 Following the decision of the council’s
administration to abandon the draft
Local Plan it had been working on for
over three years and on which it had
spent over one third of a million
pounds, the council reverted to the
2015 Local Plan, already four years
old and increasingly out of date.
The council decided in November that
it would wait as much as eighteen
months before deciding whether to
start a new Local Plan. In the
meantime it has consulted on drafts
of two new Supplementary Planning
Documents, one on the Natural
Environment and the other on
Custom and Self-Build Housing.
3.3 The 2015 Local Plan, which is now the
one in force, requires developers to
provide 30 per cent affordable
housing in the north of the district,
and 40 per cent in the south.
However, the council has published a
report which indicates that while this
remains the formal policy, 30 per cent
affordable housing across most of the
district, and only 20 per cent in
Littleport and Soham, is a guideline in
its negotiations with developers.
Levels of affordable housing have
remained disappointing throughout
the year, especially at the refurbished
MOD houses in Ely, where only 15 of
92 homes in Phase 1 will be
‘affordable’. Even then these will be
shared ownership starting at 30 per
cent owned, with the potential for the

buyer to step up to a full 100 per cent
ownership after only twelve months not a proposition that is affordable
for many local residents.
Liberal Democrat councillors
temporarily managed to get a motion
passed by the council to increase the
affordable housing, but the council
administration used a little-known
provision in the council constitution
to call an emergency council meeting
to overturn this decision.
A planning application for Phase 2 of
the site must be submitted by the end
of July 2020 to satisfy the
requirements of the MOD on sale of
the site. We expect to have to fight
tooth and nail again to try to secure
more than 30 per cent affordable
housing on this phase.
3.4 The ability of the council to
successfully defend its Local Plan
against inappropriate planning
applications depends on maintaining
a ‘five year supply’ of developable
land. Failure to maintain sufficient
land supply puts not only the district
council’s Local Plan, but also parish
councils’ Neighbourhood Plans at risk.
In February, an inspector considering
an appeal at Fordham ruled that the
council had only 2.1 years supply of
land - but the council appealed this
ruling and it was overturned. The
council is now claiming it has a land
supply of over six years, though it
would not take much to reduce this
below five again.
3.5 Significant planning events during the
year include
● Receipt of the Phase 2 application
by Linden Homes for 177 homes at
the top of Mepal Road Sutton

● Approval of the application for a
flat above the Deli@65 in High
Street Sutton
● Approval of a marquee at the
Three Pickerels in Mepal
● Approval of plans for housing on
the site of the former Kings of
Witcham in The Slade Witcham
● Refusal of details for the 53 houses
at Garden Close Sutton
● Refusal of planning permission for
housing rear of 9-13 The Row
Sutton
● Withdrawal of an application for
housing on land opposite 142 The
Row Sutton
● Receipt of an application for 55
homes at Brick Lane Mepal.
The Co-op on Ely Road at the A142
roundabout continues to be built out
following temporary construction
delays due to COVID-19.
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Finance and assets

4.1 The district council’s budget in
February froze its share of council tax
for a further year. While this may
sound like good news, the council’s
ability to raise tax in future years is
calculated as a percentage of its
current tax levels. This means that
every year the council tax does not
increase means the council will be
less and less able to lever itself out of
financial trouble in future years
should it need to.
The council nonetheless decided to
implement rises in councillors’
allowances, something we opposed.
4.2 Auditing of the council’s accounts has
been considerably delayed, as has
been the case across the country due
to capacity issues among the main
audit firms.

4.3 We and the rest of the Liberal
Democrat group wrote to the auditors
(EY) in October following quite
extraordinary resignation of all
councillor representatives to the
Boards of the council’s two Trading
Companies, leaving senior officers
and the independent Chairman in
charge of making decisions about the
future of the Companies. A meeting
billed as a Shareholder meeting of the
Company, which should therefore
have been chaired by the Chairman of
the Board, was chaired by the Chair of
the Council and effectively run by the
council as a councillors’ seminar.
We have said all along that the lines
between the council and its
Companies are completely blurred,
and that the council’s relationship to
its ‘Community Land Trusts’ is
fundamentally conflicted.
4.4 One of the effects of COVID-19 has
been that the financial position of the
council’s Trading Companies has been
significantly compromised. The
council has now approved further
loan facilities for East Cambs Trading
Company, with extended repayment
periods and lower interest rates; and
an increase of £91,000 in the
management fee to East Cambs
Street Scene. We voted against these
proposals on the grounds of the very
thin financial information provided to
support them.
4.5 We continued to press during the
year for an indication of the council’s
plans for the future of the Mepal
Outdoor Centre. Councillors were told
in mid June that due to COVID-19 it
was ‘not a priority’, and within a
fortnight it was set on fire. Lorna
asked a question about it at the Full
Council meeting in July 2020 and was

This now means that residents no
longer have access to independent
advice in this part of Cambridgeshire.

assured that discussions about it
would take place ‘very shortly’.
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Operational services

5.1 The council agreed a Climate Change
Strategy earlier this year, and set up
an ‘ideas forum’ of residents to come
up with ideas to put in it. After
pressure from ourselves and our
colleagues, the council administration
also decided to declare a Climate
Emergency.
5.2 The council removed its remaining
‘bring banks’ from around the district
in the autumn on the basis that more
recycling was now being done at the
kerbside.
The council also reviewed its policy
on collecting domestic waste from
unadopted roads, and drew up a
schedule of such roads. In some
cases, an indemnity was sought to
protect itself in case of damage
arising from waste collection vehicles
traversing private roads. And in a few
cases (though none in this ward) the
council required work to be done to
the road before waste would be
collected, failing which alternative
arrangements for waste collection
would need to be negotiated.
5.3 The council administration made the
controversial decision in February to
cease funding Citizens Advice to run
its service in Ely, effectively forcing it
out of its Market Street premises.
Mark ‘called in’ the decision for
review, but despite strong
representations from Citizens Advice
themselves, members of the public,
and opposition councillors, the
administration forced through its
decision and Citizens Advice was left
with no option but to shut up shop.

5.4 Night-time joyriding at the Elean
Business Park has continued to be a
problem. Mark and Lorna worked
with council officers, the landowner’s
agent, the police and the straw plant
to get a gate installed on site which
the straw plant management would
lock at night and on weekends. The
council also let the landowner know
of its intention to serve notice if this
was not done. Unfortunately though
the gates have been installed, the
nuisance has persisted, the gates
have not always been locked, and
Mark and Lorna have now
approached the council about next
steps.
Unauthorised encampments were
also a problem at the Business Park
as in previous years, but the council
also required the landowners to ditch
the area to deter caravans, something
which appears to have been
successful.
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Recovery

6.1 We very much hope that the
remainder of this council year will see
the district begin to recover from the
effects of COVID-19. We and our
group colleagues successfully
persuaded the council administration
to set up a COVID Recovery Working
Group, which is working on how to
revive the local economy, retain the
amazing community spirit built up
during lockdown, and ensure that as
many as possible of the
environmental benefits of fewer cars
on the road and more people walking
and cycling.

In March we advertised a series of
public meetings to promote the
council’s survey of residents’ views
about buses, walking, and cycling.
Unfortunately this coincided with the
start of the pandemic so the only one
we actually held was understandably
poorly attended.
The council is currently collating the
results of its survey. The bus
questionnaire will be used to put a
case to the Combined Authority’s bus
review for better bus services in East
Cambridgeshire.
The Government is issuing funding to
the Combined Authority for changes
to the highway that will encourage
walking and cycling. The responses by
residents to the council’s recent
surveys could be useful in putting
together bids for this money.
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Finally

7.1 We have obviously been unable to
hold our regular monthly surgeries in
Sutton during the pandemic. We have
however managed to hold a couple of
online surgeries using Zoom
technology. These are advertised on
Facebook, with an email address for
residents to use to book a slot.
Our monthly councillor reports are at
www.tinyurl.com/lornasreports
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