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WYRE FOREST DISTRICT COUNCIL

COUNCIL

COUNCIL CHAMBER, WYRE FOREST HOUSE, FINEPOINT WAY,

KIDDERMINSTER

26 FEBRUARY 2025 (6PM)

Present:

Councillors: J F Byng (Chairman), P Harrison (Vice-Chairman), J Aston,
B Brookes, L Carroll, V Caulfield, G Connolly, N J Desmond, R Drew,

H E Dyke, P Dyke, K Gale, N Gale, J Griffiths, | Hardiman, M J Hart,

K Henderson, D Little, N Martin, M McDonnell, S Miah, D Morehead,

F M Oborski MBE, T L Onslow, M Rayner, C Rogers, D Ross, D Russell,
A Sutton, L Whitehouse, N Wilson and P W M Young.

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting and advised that he had
agreed to accept an emergency question. The emergency question would
be taken after the ordinary questions at agenda item 11.

A minute’s silence was observed for former Councillor Nigel Knowles who
had died recently.

Prayers

Prayers were said by Deacon Becky Lovatt of Wesley Methodist,
Stourport & Alveley and Callow Hill and Areley Kings Methodist Churches.

Councillor P Young entered the meeting at 6.03pm.

The Chairman invited the Leader of the Council, the Leader of the Labour
Group and the Leaders of the other two Groups to say a few words in
tribute to former Councillor Nigel Knowles. They recalled his service not
only to the District Council but also to other councils and extended
condolences to his family and friends.

Apologies for Absence

Apologies for absence were received from Councillor E Bourne.
Declarations of Interests by Members

In respect of agenda item 12 - notice of motion 2, the Solicitor to the Councll
advised that a number of members had a non-registrable interest (NRI) that
directly affected their financial circumstances. The following members
declared that they had an NRI:

Councillors: H Dyke, P Dyke, J Griffiths, M McDonnell, M Rayner and
C Rogers.
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No other interests were declared.

Minutes

Decision: The minutes of the meeting held on 11 December 2024 be
confirmed as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

Public Participation
There was no public participation.
Chairman’s Communications

The Council received a list of functions attended by the Chairman or
Vice-Chairman since the Council’s last meeting.

The Chairman thanked those members that had donated a prize to his
charity ball event which was being held on Saturday 1 March 2025.

Leader of the Council Announcements

The Leader of the Council referred members to his tabled report. A copy of
the announcements is available for viewing on the Council’s website.
https://forms.wyreforestdc.gov.uk/council/docs/doc60276 20250226 cou
ncil_report.pdf

Medium Term Financial Strategy 2025-2028 and Capital Strategy
2025/26-2034/35

A report was received from the Head of Resources that invited Council to
approve the Council’s budget for 2025-2028 having considered the
proposed budget decision recommended to Council by Cabinet.

This report also sought approval of the Capital Strategy for 2025-2035
including prudential indicators which set limits for non-financial investments
and to fulfil the key requirements of the MHCLG Investment Guidance. As
part of the overall approval sought, the report of the Head of Resources in
respect of statutory duties placed on Local Authority Chief Financial
Officers in relation to budget setting and monitoring was considered.

The Cabinet Member for Finance and Capital Portfolio presented the report
and formally moved the recommendations for approval.

The Cabinet Member thanked the Head of Resources and other officers for
not only producing this report but for all the reports that have been
produced through the year. He said the reports are always very technical,
complicated and full, and clearly set out the Council’s position in relation to
its financial situation.

The Cabinet Member said it gave him great pleasure to present the second
budget of the administration which supported the Corporate Plan and the
manifesto upon which they were elected. He said it built upon the Council’s
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achievements of the last year. He added that it was right to set the budget
within the context of the national economic picture.

He gave a summary of the four proposals as outlined in the report
considered by Cabinet on 4 February 2025. He said that the proposals had
been subject to a public consultation and was pleased to report that all of
the proposals were either supported or strongly supported. He thanked all
of the residents and businesses that had taken the time to respond to the
consultation.

In conclusion, the Cabinet Member said that all the proposals had been
fully costed. They complemented and built upon the strategy of the
administration to make the district a safe, clean and green place to live and
work. He added that the budget was not only affordable but it delivered on
the manifesto and represented the priority of the residents of the district.

The Leader seconded the recommendations.

On behalf of the Independent and Green Group Councillor H Dyke moved a
set of amendments as detailed in appendix 5 on page 37 of the report. She
gave a summary of the alternative proposals. She said they were along the
same lines as the substantive proposals, but were slightly more
imaginative and asked for things to be done in a different way.

Councillor M Rayner seconded the amendment.
A debate on the amendment ensued.

Named votes on the Independent and Green proposals were
recorded as follows and the amendment was defeated:

For (10)

Councillors: J Aston, V Caulfield, H Dyke, P Dyke, N Martin, S Miah,
F Oborski MBE, M Rayner, L Whitehouse and P Young.

Against (19)

Councillors: B Brookes, J Byng, G Connolly, N Desmond, R Drew, K Gale,
N Gale, | Hardiman, P Harrison, M Hart, K Henderson, D Little,

D Morehead, T Onslow, C Rogers, D Ross, D Russell, A Sutton and

N Wilson.

Abstained (3)
Councillors: L Carroll, J Griffiths and M McDonnell.

On behalf of the Labour Group Councillor L Carroll moved a number of
amendments as detailed in appendix 5 on page 39 of the report. He gave a
summary of the alternative proposals. He said the Group had taken a
practical approach by keeping what was good in the Cabinet’s proposals.
However, he felt that the amendments put forward by his Group would
improve and make the budget stronger.
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Councillor M McDonnell seconded the amendment.
A debate on the amendment ensued.

Named votes on the Labour proposals were recorded as follows and
the amendment was defeated:

For (3)

Councillors: L Carroll, J Griffiths and M McDonnell.

Against (25)

Councillors: B Brookes, J Byng, G Connolly, N Desmond, R Drew, H Dyke,
P Dyke, K Gale, N Gale, | Hardiman, P Harrison, M Hart, K Henderson,

D Little, N Martin, S Miah, D Morehead, F Oborski MBE, T Onslow, C
Rogers, D Ross, D Russell, A Sutton, L Whitehouse and N Wilson.
Abstained (4)

Councillors: J Aston, V Caulfield, M Rayner and P Young.

On behalf of the Liberal Democrat Group, Councillor F Oborski MBE
moved the amendments as detailed in appendix 5 on page 41 of the report.
She gave a summary of the alternative proposal. She said the proposal
was a simple amendment under the Localism Agenda to enable the
safeguarding of assets and services as part of the Devolution and Local
Government reorganisation.

Councillor S Miah seconded the amendment.

A debate on the amendment ensued.

Named votes on the Liberal Democrat proposals were recorded as
follows and the amendment was defeated:

For (3)

Councillors: S Miah, F Oborski MBE and P Young.

Against (20)

Councillors: B Brookes, J Byng, G Connolly, N Desmond, R Drew, K Gale,
N Gale, | Hardiman, P Harrison, M Hart, K Henderson, D Little,

D Morehead, T Onslow, C Rogers, D Ross, D Russell, A Sutton,

L Whitehouse and N Wilson.

Abstained (9)

Councillors: J Aston, L Carroll, V Caulfield, H Dyke, P Dyke, J Griffiths,
N Martin, M McDonnell and M Rayner.
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Councillor N Martin left the meeting at 7.43pm and returned at 7.45pm.
A robust discussion on the substantive budget proposals took place.

The Cabinet Member for Finance and Capital Portfolio addressed a
number of the issues raised during the debate and he thanked the
opposition Groups for submitting their alternative budget proposals. He
urged Council to support the proposals as detailed in the report.

A named vote on the substantive budget proposals was recorded as
follows and was agreed:

For (19)

Councillors: B Brookes, J Byng, G Connolly, N Desmond, R Drew, K Gale,
N Gale, | Hardiman, P Harrison, M Hart, K Henderson, D Little,

D Morehead, T Onslow, C Rogers, D Ross, D Russell, A Sutton and

N Wilson.

Against (2)
Councillors: S Miah and F Oborski MBE.
Abstained (11)

Councillors: J Aston, L Carroll, V Caulfield, H Dyke, P Dyke, J Griffiths,
N Martin, M McDonnell, M Rayner, L Whitehouse and P Young.

Decision: Council;

11 THREE YEAR BUDGET, CAPITAL STRATEGY AND POLICY
FRAMEWORK 2025-2028

1.1.1 APPROVED the updated Medium-Term Financial Strategy
2025-2028.

1.1.2 APPROVED the Cabinet Proposals — taking into account the
impact on the Council’s Capital and Revenue Budgets for
2025-2028 as shown in the tables in paragraphs 6.1 and 6.5
and as set out below:

a) a further capital investment of £50k for provision of disabled
inclusive play equipment and necessary infrastructure in all
of our play areas across the district, which will have a
revenue cost for the borrowing of £1,250 in 2025-26 and
£7,500/year in future years;

b)  Additional funding for an additional Environmental Protection
Officer to bring the total number to 3 for 2025-26 and 2026-27,
which will have a cost of £41,140 in 2025-26 and £43,120 in
2026-27,;
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Additional funding in 2025-26 and 2026-27 for civil
enforcement to increase the number of officers from 5.7 to
7.7. This extends the funding approved in the 2024-25 MTFS
at a cost of £13,030 in 2025-26 and £51,190 in 2026-27;

Additional funding in 2026-27 for 2 street scene officers to
extend the provision of a year-round blitz/hot spot reactive
service until 31st March 2027 at a cost of £60,270 in 2026-27.

In addition, Council APPROVED:

New commercial income targets from the Commercial
Strategy Delivery Units to support the Wyre Forest Forward
Transformation and Financial Resilience programme,
increasing the existing target by £35,000 in 2025-26, £75,000
in 2026-27 and £115,000 in 2027-28. The new income target in
2027-28 becomes £344,000.

APPROVED the fees and charges in line with this Strategy,
and the impact on the Council’s Revenue Budget for
2025-2028, as shown in Appendix 3.

APPROVED the Council’s updated Capital Strategy:

Approval of the Capital Strategy 2025/26-2034/35 set out in
Appendix 1 of the December Cabinet report and the updated,
associated Quantitative Indicators set out in Appendix 2C of
the report

Approval of variations to the Capital Programme as set out in
Appendices 2A, of the report (which updates Appendix 1 of
the Capital Strategy report to December 2024 Cabinet)

Notes the indicative Vehicle, Equipment and Systems
Renewals Schedule as set out in Appendices 2B, of the report
(which updates Appendix 1 of the Capital Strategy report to
December 2024 Cabinet)

Approval of the limits for gross debt for non-treasury
investments compared to net service expenditure and for
commercial income as a percentage of net service
expenditure as set out in Appendix 2C of the report.

APPROVED that any Final Accounts savings arising from
2024-2025, together with surplus Earmarked Reserves, be
allocated by the Head of Resources in consultation with the
Cabinet Member for Finance and Capital Portfolio.

APPROVED the General Fund Revenue Budget requirement
for 2025-26 as set out in the report.
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1.2 COUNCIL TAX AND BUSINESS RATES

1.2.1 That Council Tax is increased by the higher limit specified by
the Government of up to 3% and:

a) SETS the Council Tax for Wyre Forest District Council on a
Band D Property at £250.58 for 2025-2026 which represents an
increase of 2.996% on Council Tax from 2025-2026.

b) ENDORSES the provisional Council Tax on a Band D Property
in 2026-2027 of £258.09 and £265.83 in 2027-2028, being
increases of 3%.

1.2.3 NOTED the Head of Resources (as Chief Financial Officer)
opinion on the budget proposals, recommended by the
Cabinet in the report, as detailed in Appendix 4 of the report.

The meeting was adjourned at 8.12pm for a short comfort break, the
meeting resumed at 8.24pm.

Council Tax 2025-26

Council considered the formal resolution for setting the Council Tax for
2025-26.

The Cabinet Member for Finance and Capital Portfolio presented the report
and formally moved the recommendations for approval. He said that the
resolution recommended a council tax (Band D equivalent) of £250.58 be
set, which represented an increase of 2.99% in the District Council’s
element of council tax on the current rate for 2024-2025.

A named vote on the Council Tax resolution was recorded as follows
and was agreed:

For (32)

Councillors: J Aston, B Brookes, J Byng, L Carroll, V Caulfield, G Connolly,
N Desmond, R Drew, H Dyke, P Dyke, K Gale, N Gale, J Griffiths,

| Hardiman, P Harrison, M Hart, K Henderson, D Little, N Martin,

M McDonnell, S Miah, D Morehead, F Oborski MBE, T Onslow, M Rayner,
C Rogers, D Ross, D Russell, A Sutton, L Whitehouse, N Wilson and

P Young.

Against (0)

Abstained (0)

Decision: Council APPROVED the formal Council Tax Resolution
2025-26 at Appendix 1, taking into account information contained in
Appendices 2 to 5.

Policy And Budget Framework — Matters which require a decision by
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Council

Recommendations from the Treasury Management Review
Panel, 3 February 2025 - Treasury Management Strategy 2025-26

The Chairman of the Review Panel, Councillor H Dyke presented the
recommendations and formally moved them for approval.

Councillor D Ross seconded the proposals.
Upon a vote, the proposals were unanimously agreed.
Decision: Council;

1.1 APPROVED the restated Prudential Indicators and Limits for
the financial years 2025-26 to 2034-35, along with the Liability
Benchmark, included in Appendix 3.

1.2 APPROVED the updated Treasury Management and
Investment Policy and Strategy Statements for the period 1st
April 2025 to 31st March 2026 (the associated Prudential
Indicators are included in Appendix 3 and the detailed criteria
is included in Section 10 and Appendix 5).

1.3 APPROVED the Minimum Revenue Provision (MRP)
Statement that sets out the Council’s policy on MRP included
in Appendix 1.

1.4 APPROVED the Authorised Limit Prudential Indicator
included in Appendix 3.

15 NOTED that the Capital Strategy 2025-35, to be approved
separately by Council, sets out the policy statement covering
non-treasury investments including the related suite of
prudential indicators.

Questions

Four questions and one emergency question had been submitted by
members of the council in accordance with standing orders.

1. Question from Councillor F Oborski MBE to the Cabinet Member
for Housing, Health and Well-being

I am informed by the PCC's Office that Wyre Forest D.C. has pulled out of

the County wide Housing First Initiative. When did this take place and why?

Answer from the Cabinet Member for Housing, Health and Well-being
Wyre Forest District Council developed its own in-house equivalent of the
Housing First Initiative called Housing Led in early 2022. This formed part
of the bid to the MHCLG Rough Sleeper Initiative for 2022-2025. This

provided the opportunity for a better service at a reduced cost. Through the
third-party provider, we have been able to support the original housing first
cases to successfully maintain their tenancies and take on additional cases
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through the initiative. In 2023-2024 the team supported 36 housing led
cases, including the original 5 housing first cases.

Supplementary question

I am informed by the PCC that, because Wyre Forest has withdrawn from
this county wide scheme, local charities working with the homeless are
unable to apply for grant aid funding that is available to members of that
county wide scheme. So perhaps the Cabinet Member might like to look
again or see if there are ways that local charities can access additional
funding?

Answer
| was not aware of any issues. | will look into this and give you a written
response.

Councillor M McDonnell left the meeting at 8.29pm and retuned at 8.30pm.

2. Question from Councillor L Whitehouse to the Cabinet Member for
Housing, Health and Wellbeing
Whilst acknowledging WFDC doesn't have general housing stock, | am
becoming increasingly concerned about the amount of casework | am
receiving, from registered social landlord tenants, regarding the state of
their properties - due to severe damp and mould. I've visited a few
addresses recently and, in my view, found them to be inhabitable, yet
residents are still living in them. What can we do, as a council, to ensure
there is a workable and robust action plan to deal with this and tenant's
concerns are actioned promptly and where necessary they are temporarily
rehoused whilst waiting for the issue(s) to be remedied?

Answer from the Cabinet Member for Housing, Health and Wellbeing
Wyre Forest District Council work closely with all social landlords and their
tenants. Where there are any hazards within properties including damp
and mould, and Councillors regularly refer these to us, tenants are advised
of the process to follow with their landlords regardless of tenure by the
Private Sector Housing Team. We will take enforcement action where
appropriate, if there is no remedy, although, this is not normally required in
the case of social housing, as the registered service provider works with
the Private Sector Housing Team to achieve positive outcomes. Conditions
are far worse in the private rented sector, and this tends to be where
enforcement action takes place.

We meet quarterly with the Community Housing Group (CHG). They
provide an update on stock condition including those properties suffering
with damp and mould problems, and their actions to remedy this. If a
property was unfit for habitation, we would expect the social landlord to
identify a suitable property for the tenants to move in to. | am not aware of
anywhere that has had this problem. We meet the threshold required, so
please, if you know of any properties where this is an issue, let us know.
The CHG will be doing an annual briefing to members in the next few
months, so members may want to ask them specific questions about damp
and mould in their stock.
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Supplementary question
| acknowledge that we have more than one registered social landlord in the
area, one of the biggest operators is Community Housing. | would request
that the cabinet member write to the relevant officer at Community Housing
to convene a meeting between Community Housing. the cabinet member
and myself, to better understand the issues and to look through the action
plans that they have to deal with this particular issue.

Answer
| can certainly make that request, and | will get back to you in writing when
| receive a response.

3. Question from Councillor V Caulfield to the Cabinet Member for
Operational Services

At a previous council meeting, the cabinet member said there were plans to

reduce our use of harmful pesticides, could the cabinet member please

provide an update on this issue?

Answer from the Cabinet Member for Operational Services
Since our last meeting we have used a tiny amount of glyphosate, and we
are continually looking actively at ways to reduce our dependency on this.

Supplementary question

Have any alternatives been costed up? particularly for the street scene, as
this is mentioned in our biodiversity policy. That policy has an April 2025
target date, so | would hope that some alternatives have been costed up.

Answer
We are looking at the alternatives and we are doing everything we can to
make sure we meet the April 2025 deadline.

4. Question from Councillor V Caulfield to the Cabinet Member for
Operational Services

In light of the reported £118,000 shortfall in parking income, could the

cabinet member explain how offering a free parking scheme at additional

cost to council aligns with the need to address budgetary pressures and

maintain essential services?

Answer from the Cabinet Member for Operational Services

| use the phrase the Leader used when he answered your question at the
Overview and Scrutiny Committee a few weeks ago. To govern is to
choose. In 2023 we stood on a manifesto which promised the return of an
element of free parking, and that obviously resonated with the residents of
Wyre Forest as they voted for 20 Conservative councillors and only one
Green.

Supplementary question
So, what you are telling me is you have made a political choice to lose
money which could be spent on other frontline services?

Answer
Yes, that is what | am telling you. But we are also investing in frontline
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services as demonstrated by our budget that has just been approved this
evening, so we are doing it all.

5. Emergency question from Councillor L Carroll to the Leader of
the Council

Would the Leader join Labour in condemning reported plans to axe the 125

bus service at the end of March 2025?

Answer from the Leader of the Council

I do in all sincerity condemn any proposal to reduce bus services to
residents within this district. | understand that this service comes from
Bridgnorth, goes through Wribbenhall, Bewdley and then to Stourbridge.
With the bridge issues and the congestion and the time scale, it's had to
utilize the bypass. Any reduction in bus service to any of our residents in
the district is of course regrettable and yes, | am happy to, on behalf of the
administration, join with you in opposing such reduction.

Supplementary question

So, recognising that the 125 bus service is a lifeline for disabled, elderly
and those who cannot provide private transport to the hospital and through
Bewdley. It is also the only route to Bridgnorth, and it is a route often used
by students to get to and from their colleges and schools. Will the Leader
co-sign a letter written by myself, to Mark Garnier MP and Diamond,
requesting pressure to be applied to Diamond buses in getting this service
ran, and also recognise that the £9.3m given to the County Council for
buses could be used to subsidise the part of the route that is in this district if
Diamond do go through with axing the bus service?

Answer

In principle | am prepared to do so, subject of course to what the contents of
this letter are because we would not in any way want to criticise
Worcestershire County Council because they have not removed this
service. As | understand it was Shropshire Council that did so.
Worcestershire County Council has already set its budget, and therefore
how the allocation of resources made for the subsidy of bus services will
have already been determined as part of the budget setting. Therefore, we
cannot bind the hands of Worcestershire County Council: it is nothing to do
with them. However, in principle | am prepared, subject to the contents of
the letter, to add my signature to it. | look forward to receiving the draft at
your earliest convenience.

Motions Submitted Under Standing Orders
Two motions had been submitted in accordance with standing orders.
1. Notice of motion by the Conservative Group

Councillor M Hart presented the motion on behalf of the Conservative
Group. Councillor B Brookes seconded the proposal.

Councillor Hart outlined the reasons for the motion. A robust debate
ensued, and a number of members spoke in favour of the motion and urged
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members to vote for it.

Councillor D Little left the meeting at 9.26pm.

A few members spoke against the motion and outlined the reasons why
they were unable to support the proposal.
Upon a vote, the proposal was agreed.

Decision: The Notice of Motion by the Conservative Group be agreed:

This Council notes the contents of the English Devolution White
Paper published on 16" December and the Local Government
Minister’s letter of 5th February which seeks an interim plan by 21st
March and final proposals for reorganisation by 28" November 2025.

This Council notes the Government’s policy to remove the county
and district structure in the remaining 21 shire county areas during
the lifetime of this Parliament and to replace it with a structure of
unitary councils. This Council further notes that the Government’s
statutory guidance sets out a guiding principle that “new councils
should aim for a population of 500,000 or more”, and that
Worcestershire’s population 613,000 residents fits the Government’s
policy criteria.

This Council resolves to support the best deal possible for Wyre
Forest residents.

This Council agrees that the best deal for Wyre Forest residents is a
“One Worcestershire” approach of a Worcestershire unitary council,
and will work to support this outcome for reorganisation. It considers
that a North Worcestershire unitary and South Worcestershire
unitary would not meet the Government’s own policy agenda and,
given the financial pressures for statutory services in children’s and
adult social care and SEND, would be unviable from the start.

This Council notes that Worcestershire is not facing reorganisation
in 2027 and calls on the Government to confirm that reorganisation
will be in April 2028. In that context, this Council believes it is right
and proper elections to Worcestershire County Council take place

this May and welcomes the clarification after weeks of uncertainty.

This Council considers it is essential to be clear and decisive in the
interests of its residents, businesses and staff. This Council
recognises its staff are one of its greatest assets and understands
the uncertainty reorganisation may cause to some staff, and
confirms it will keep its staff and unions informed throughout this
process.

This Council acknowledges and thanks all current staff for their
continued service and former staff have worked for this Council
since 1t April 1974 and all former and current Councillors for their
past and continued service.

This Council expresses sadness and regret that Wyre Forest District
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Council is to be abolished by the Government, especially as this
policy was not in its 2024 General Election manifesto, but recognises
that, given the Government’s clear and unequivocal policy position,
reorganisation is a reality and this Council must now support the
best possible structure for its residents and businesses which is a
Worcestershire unitary council.

Councillors: H Dyke, P Dyke, J Griffiths, M McDonnell, M Rayner and C
Rogers left the meeting at this point (9.37pm).

2. Notice of motion by the Liberal Democrat Group

Councillor F Oborski MBE presented the motion on behalf of the Liberal
Democrat Group. She advised that there was a slight change to the printed
version of the motion; namely the word ‘mandate’ in the first sentence of
the final paragraph had been changed to ‘request’. Councillor S Miah
seconded the proposal.

Councillor Oborski MBE outlined the reasons for the motion. A robust
discussion ensued, and several members spoke in favour of the motion
and urged Council to support it.

Councillor D Russell left the meeting at 9.44pm.

A member spoke against the motion and outlined the reasons why he was
unable to support the proposal.

Upon a vote, the motion was agreed.

Decision: The Notice of Motion by the Liberal Democrat Group be
agreed:

Council notes:

(1) The decision by the UK Labour Government not to offer
compensation to women who were not properly notified of the
increase in the pension age as recommended by the Parliamentary
and Health Service Ombudsman despite leading Cabinet Members
and local Labour MPs campaigning for justice on this issue.

(2) That many women are out of pocket as a result of this change and
deserve to be compensated for it.

Council resolves to request the Leader to write to the Prime Minister
asking him to reconsider this decision and to provide the
compensation that the Prime Minister and other members of his
Cabinet and many Labour MPs campaigned for when in opposition.
Emergency Motions submitted under Standing Orders

There were no emergency motions.
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There being no further business, the meeting ended at 9.53pm

The meeting is available for viewing on the Council’s website.
https://wyreforestdc.public-i.tv/core/portal/webcasts
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