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COUNCIL, 26 FEBRUARY 2025
LEADER’S ANNOUNCEMENTS

Council will have the opportunity to pay tribute to former Councillor Nigel Knowles
who sadly died recently. He served almost 20 years on the Council including serving
as Chairman in 1996/7 and for many years led the Labour Group in opposition when
| was Leader. While our politics differed, Nigel’s passion for the district and serving
his constituents was undoubted. On behalf of the Conservative group, | extend our
condolences to Jenny, Nigel’s family and friends.

Across shire counties, much time has been spent since December on considering
the Government’s English Devolution White Paper. The Government wishes to see
the end of Worcestershire County Council as presently constituted and
Worcestershire’s district councils, including Wyre Forest District Council. Counties
and districts will be replaced by a structure of unitary authorities, which are expected
to be elected in May 2027 and to take over responsibility for functions on 1 April
2028. This will be alongside the creation of a mayoral combined authority covering a
much wider area than Worcestershire that will receive devolved powers and funding
from Whitehall. Information has been swiftly shared with members about all
developments and | have set out the administration’s and my position in the context
of the clear criteria about size of unitary authorities in the White Paper. Council will
debate a motion about this topic later.

Despite the Government’s intention to abolish WFDC, the Council continues to
deliver the full range of its services and focus on its priorities. Hurcott Woods had to
be closed to public access as a result of the large number of trees that were sadly
lost in Storm Darragh at the end of last year. The rangers have worked at pace to
appoint a specialist contractor to clear an estimated 500+ fallen and damaged trees,
and work commenced at the end of January. The timber will be used locally in the
production of fencing posts and pergolas and any wood unsuitable for the sawmill
will be repurposed as biomass to heat commercial greenhouses for food and plant
production. The wood is now stacked and ready for extraction. It is hoped that the
work, including restoration of pathways, will be completed in the next three weeks so
that the public can enjoy this special site again. Appropriate replanting will be
undertaken in the autumn.

The Chairman has had a busy time recently performing official openings of major
projects led by the Council. Last month, it was fantastic to see the Old Court unveiled
in its new guise as a creative hub. | am pleased to report that occupancy levels and
rental income in the first year will be over three times higher than set out in the
business case. An opening event for the Weaving Sheds will be held later in the
year. This morning, the Chairman opened Millpond House, the new unit on the
former Castle Road car park that will provide much needed temporary
accommodation for households who are homeless and awaiting rehousing. It is an
excellent facility, funded by reducing the costs that the Council otherwise would
spend on hotels and B&B accommodation.
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Our other major capital projects are proceeding at pace. The construction phase of
the connectivity project — the new urban park that will connect Worcester Street and
Bromsgrove Street — and the refurbishment of the Piano Building are both due to be
completed in the summer, which means that the Chairman for the next municipal
year will also be busy.

Next in the pipeline for regeneration developments will be the former temporary car
park at Bridge Street in Stourport which has been removed from the car parking
order, and Lionfields which comprises the Bromsgrove Street car park and the site
of the former Leisure Centre. The Cabinet will be considering the feasibility study for
a housing-led development at Lionfields in its meeting in April, in support of greater
vitality in the town centre.

Finally, | was delighted to learn that the Council’s “Adopt a Street” scheme had been
shortlisted in the Community Involvement category in the LGC awards 2025. To reach
a shortlist in these prestigious national awards is a significant achievement in itself. |
know Council would want to join me in congratulating the small team in Community &
Environment, led by Karen Haynes, who have overseen this important project and to
wish them well in the final awards ceremony in June.



