Cllr Rob Gittins Annual Report May 2024
Cheswardine Division

I am sure it will not be a surprise to any of you that our major focus this year has been on financial stability, and this will continue into the next financial year and beyond, especially if there are no changes to the national funding agreements for Local Government. 
This is not just a problem in Shropshire, Councils across England are suffering, and our plight is made worse due to the rural nature of where we live.
We, like our nearest neighbours in Telford, Staffordshire, and Herefordshire, are all having to increase council tax, increase fees and charges and yet cut services which will include making redundancies. 
There is no doubt that for most top-tier councils who have responsibility for social care services, upwards of 75% of their budgets are spent on this area. The demand, cost and increased complexity is pushing up these costs all the time and this is almost entirely the cause of our financial difficulties. Yes, there is a hangover of high inflation but in the main, it is the cost of looking after our most vulnerable people for which we have a legal and ethical responsibility.
Despite the huge amount of work that it takes to make these changes to services and staffing the Council is still investing in our County and providing a very broad spectrum of services.
Highways - We are firmly in pothole season, but since May 21 the trend of outstanding potholes is in a long-term decline of numbers, Shropshire Council has been shortlisted for a national award for the impact of its new approach to maintaining and improving the county’s roads.  The council is one of the finalists for the ‘Innovation’ award at the LGC (Local Government Chronicle) Awards 2024, with the winner set to be announced in June. 
Waste - Waste is the biggest contract in the Place Directorate.  There has to be significant savings made to the service so difficult decisions have had to be made.  This includes:
•	Charging for Green Waste (opt in service at an estimated charge of £52 per year).
•	Potential Closure of 2 HRCs (consultation needed before decision on which 2 HRCs will close, I believe this is currently in progress and would urge people to comment).
Shropshire residents produce a lot of waste.  On a national league table SC is listed as the second highest producer of waste per household, so bottom of the table.  However, when Green Waste is removed from the equation, Shropshire sits in the Top third.  SC is also one of the best Local Authority’s for recycling.
PLANNING & REGULATORY SERVICES - The Draft Local Plan seems to have been dragging on forever. A report came to Cabinet in April confirming our interactions with the inspectors. It is likely there will need to be a short period of consultation which will focus on any additions. It is still envisaged that this plan will be adopted in early 2025.
Place plans are being updated and there are a number of new Neighbourhood Plans in process, more will be coming to Cabinet and Full council for approval.
ADULT SOCIAL CARE AND PUBLIC HEALTH - Caring for vulnerable adults is one of the Council’s most important statutory duties, whether vulnerable adults with learning disabilities or mental health issues between the ages of 18 – 65 or our 65+ residents. We have a duty of care to ensure people are safe and properly looked after, either in their own homes, with domiciliary care support or in residential care or nursing homes. We work closely alongside partners from health, the voluntary and private sectors to deliver the most appropriate support to ensure people can remain in the heart of their communities for as long as possible.
Providing care for both adults and children is by far the most expensive service provided by the Council, absorbing 77% of the Council’s overall budget.  Shropshire is a very rural county, so travel times are longer and care delivery costs are higher than in the towns.  Costs are rising every year as our population grows and our customers develop increasingly complex needs. In order to mitigate costs, Shropshire Council has been developing technological solutions to help our elderly population stay supported in their own homes and we are working on a transformation plan with partner organisations to improve outcomes and service to our customers.
CHILDREN AND EDUCATION - As you may be aware, we recently had a spotlight return visit by OFSTED. We have formed a Children’s Improvement Board to focus on retention and recruitment of social workers to aid not only case management levels of our teams, but address agency spends. We are not alone in this; this is a challenge nationally that all councils are facing and recent media around this has suggested there are as many as 6,000 vacant positions. As a focus we have advertised these positions with a whole host of additional incentives, and we have seen an interest and applications are coming in and we aim for a fully permanent workforce.
Recent Secondary School places were announced with children across the county finding out what school they were allocated. 2974 applied and 2667 were offered their first preference and of all who applied 98.4% offered one of their preferences and 1.6% offered an alternative. 
On a Local Level
Childs Ercall has seen a new weight restriction installed on Crow Lane and hopefully this will result in fewer HGV movements accessing Ollerton business park via the village and increasing safety for both residents and especially children.
Work progresses on the A529 with new speed limits coming into force between Market Drayton and Hinstock. Work is due to begin imminently on the village centre in Hinstock including a new raised table (including 20mph speed limit) and pedestrian crossing outside the school, as well as new streetlights and road humps to reduce speed. This has been fully funded via the A529 Programme at a cost of over £4m.
Wonderful to see the completion of a number of CIL funded projects throughout the division including an extensive refurbishment of the Jubilee rooms in Hinstock, a new footway connecting Highfield Way to the rest of village in Hinstock and a footway in Woodseaves on the A529.
In the parish of Cheswardine speeding continues to be an issue in Soudley, Officers have now admitted that this is an issue and that they have recommended a reduction in speed limit down to 30mph although finding funding remains the biggest challenge in getting this project delivered.
Its good to see that road safety on the A41 is finally gaining momentum with the establishment of a partnership between T&W and Shropshire Councils actively looking at road safety measures and potential average speed cameras. I am also actively working with officers to reduce the effects of a potential road closure on the A41 over the summer which caused so much chaos and financial hardship to many businesses and communities last year.
Finally, the last 6 months have seen a tremendous amount of rainfall which has caused a huge number of issues throughout the division to not only the road network but residents’ properties and businesses. I’ve been working hard with the drainage team to try and mitigate these issues, but I firmly believe that we need to find ways of retaining the water on the land where possible.
I look forward to continuing to listen and work with parish councils and residents on the things that matter to them and I would like to take this opportunity to thank residents and all the parish councils of the division for the support they have shown me over the past year and look forward to continuing this great work over the coming year.
