
Parish Council Report for period up to 10 January 2018 
Cllr Graham Bridgman (West Berkshire Council, Mortimer Ward)  

  
  

West Berkshire Council  
  
Meetings  
  
WBC has not met since 7 December.  The next scheduled meeting is on 1 March, although there may need to 
be a special meeting sooner to consider responses to the savings consultations referred to below.  
  
Finances  
  
Some good news…  
  
The Government published its 2018/19 Local Government Settlement just before Christmas and this appears 
to put WBC in a better financial position than had been the case prior to the announcement (I say appears 
because, as with all Government announcements, the devil is in the detail which needs to be analysed).  
  
In addition, WBC was part of the successful Berkshire bid to become a business rates pilot (a one year project).  
Most of the resultant funding will go to the Thames Valley Local Enterprise Partnership for strategic spending, 
but the announcement provides WBC with immediate financial relief for 2018/19 estimated at around 
£1.75m.  
  
To put this in context, the pilot will test aspects of a new future business rates retention programme due to 
be implemented in 2020/21, which will allow local councils across the country to retain more of their own 
business rates – the corollary is that WBC has seen its government grant funding reduced significantly over 
recent years from £33.7m to £100,000 next year.  
  
Two particular additional announcements were made: 
 

 First, the previous cap on council tax increases of 1.99% without a local referendum was increased to 
2.99% – an additional 1% raises around £900k (nb that the potential increase in the Adult Social Care 
precept is in addition to any increase in council tax). 
 

 Second, HMG announced that it would take action to avoid councils being charged negative Revenue 
Support Grant from 2019/20.  Without going into the technical details, this would be good news for 
WBC since we were due to be charged negative RSG in 2019/20 (and had anticipated this in our 
savings numbers going forward). 
 

There were a number of other announcements, but these were the most important ones.  

  
…but back to reality…  
  
As a counterpoint to the good news, just prior to the Settlement being announced the Local Government 
Employers made an offer of a 2% salary increase for 2018/19 and a further 2% increase for 2019/20 (with 
lower paid staff receiving a proportionately larger pay increase).  If the offer is accepted it will add further 
pressure to the WBC revenue budget – the draft budget included provision for a 1% increase only and each 
additional 1% adds around £500k to the total.  
  
On top of this there are some substantial current year (2017/18) overspends – principally in the area of Adult 
Social Care, but also in Children’s Services and Education.  These will impact on our ability to avoid some of 
the savings targets previously announced.  
  



…and onward to the 2018/19 Budget.  
  
As I have previously referred to, WBC has been consulting on a number of proposed budget savings and 
income generation proposals.  This consultation closes today (10 January), after which we will begin 
considering the results of the consultation alongside the impact of the Local Government Settlement before 
deciding what should be included in next year’s Budget.  
  
Whilst it would be fair to say that we enter 2018 in a somewhat better financial position than we feared 
before Christmas, it is important to appreciate that the Financial Settlement does not eliminate all of our 
financial challenges going forward .  
  
Business Rates Discretionary Relief  
  
Business Rates Pub Relief (which gives up to a £1,000 discount for all pubs with a rateable value under 
£100,000) and Supporting Small Businesses Relief (which ensures that businesses that lost some or all of their 
small business rates relief following the 2017 business rates revaluation can limit the maximum annual 
increase to £600 for the next five years) have been available via WBC since July 2017 and, so far, around 100 
awards have been made.  These reliefs are being advertised to relevant businesses that haven’t yet applied.  
  
In December, the WBC Executive approved a new policy that included these reliefs together with a third - 
2017 Discretionary Relief, which provides support for some of the businesses that are facing the largest 
increases as a result of the revaluation.  In order to qualify, the business/property must meet various criteria 
including having had more than a £600 increase in their annual business rates bill, a rateable value of 
£150,000 or less, and not being part of national chain, or occupying many properties in many areas, not being 
a doctors’ surgery, NHS property, school or other relevant educational establishment.  
  
Applications need to be in to WBC by 31 March, but any relief granted will be backdated to 1 April 2017 (or 
whenever the business became liable for business rates if it was after that date).  For an application form or 
further information businesses can contact the WBC Business Rates team (businessrates@westberks.gov.uk).  
  
Boundary Review  
  
A reminder that the Local Government Boundary Commission for England is due to publish its final 
recommendations for WBC’s warding arrangements (effective from May 2019) on 16 January.  
  
  

Local Matters  
  
Thames Valley Police  
  
This from the latest councillor newsletter:  
  

“Thames Valley Police was graded 'Outstanding' in Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary  
(HMIC) PEEL Efficiency Review, and … 'Good' in terms of its Legitimacy.”  
  
“It is a great credit to be one of only two police forces to be graded ‘Outstanding’ in Efficiency.  Like 
all forces we are coping with reduced budgets and increased demand on policing and only by being 
efficient can we meet the demands placed upon us. I am delighted that HMIC recognise that Thames 
Valley Police has risen to this challenge, however you cannot go on cutting budgets without a 
reduction in police officers and staff which account for over 80% of the police budget.”  

  
The Thames Valley Police and Crime Commissioner has launched a survey seeking public views on an increase 
in the police element of the council tax by £1 a month (for a band D property), which will close tomorrow (11 
January):  
  



“Setting the budget for 2018/19 needs to be considered in the context of an already constrained 
financial position as well as the additional pressures policing faces as demand in some of the most 
complex and challenging areas continues to increase.   
  
This includes rising reports and cases of hidden crimes such as domestic abuse, child abuse, sexual 
offences, serious violence and exploitation have all increased the pressure on police resources.   
  
Needless to say this is proving to be extremely challenging and without the increase of £12 per year 
in council tax, as recommended by the Home Secretary, we would have to make further significant 
reductions in police officers and staff which will affect the level and quality of policing service we are 
able to offer you.  
  
… I only received the provisional police grant settlement for 2018/19 from the Home Office on Tuesday 
19th December.   Unfortunately due to budget decisions needing to be finalised by the end of January 
I am only able to run the consultation until 11th January.”  

  
The short online survey and further background information can be found on the Thames Valley PCC website: 
https://www.thamesvalley-pcc.gov.uk/get-involved/police-funding-survey-have-your-say/.  
  
M4 Junctions 14 to 15 – Westbound Resurfacing  
  
This work is further to recent work to resurface a section of the westbound M4 near Membury Services and  
traffic restrictions will be in place overnight (Monday to Friday only) between Monday 15 and Tuesday 16 
January (full overnight closure of the westbound carriageway from junction 14 to junction 15) and 
Wednesday 17 January to Friday 2 March (overnight lane closures).  
  
A signed diversion will be in place via the A338 to Hungerford, A4 to Marlborough then north on the A346 
towards Swindon.  The works are subject to change due to weather conditions or unforeseen circumstances 
– drivers should check the yellow signs placed in advance at the junction for confirmation of the closures 
dates/timings.   (For more info, call 0300 123 5000 or email info@highwaysengland.co.uk.)  
  
  

Parishes  
  
Beech Hill  
  
Mobile library  
  
I was pleased to see the correspondence between the Clerk and Paul James, WBC Culture & Libraries 
Manager, regarding the possibility of the mobile library adding a regular stop at the Memorial Hall.  
  
I know that the Clerk is awaiting figures and trust that these will be available for the meeting next week.  
  
Public Footpath - Priory Farm  
  
This is a heads up and is for informal views only at this stage.  WBC are considering a request from residents 
of Priory Farm and The Prior for a diversion of the Beech Hill Public Footpath 5 following a spate of crime.  I 
will supply a copy of the proposal map along with this report so that councillors can see the proposed route.  
  
Whether this proposal would be considered by WBC in relation to its 2018/19 programme (at which point 
there would be a formal consultation process) is under discussion (nb that there are competing projects for 
the programme, plus being on the list is no indication of success), but at this stage I thought it might be useful 
to canvass the PCs views informally.  If you wish to give views (personally or as the PC collectively) please 
could you email Stuart Higgins (WBC Definitive Map Officer) – stuart.higgins@westberks.gov.uk.  
  



Traffic speed and weight  
  
I have noted Cllr Bridges’ email and attachments on this subject, and have raised the issue in general terms 
with WBC Highways.  Mark Edwards (WBC’s Head of Transport & Countryside) has suggested including an 
item in next year’s Traffic Management works programme, but before taking this further I await the outcome 
of your discussions next week.  
 
Padworth  
  
A4 Road Signs  
  
Further to the various emails about the new direction signs on the A4, I have emailed parish councillors 
separately on this subject (and regarding liaison with WBC) since the answers I have received are a little 
detailed and specific for a report of this nature. 
 
Veolia 
 
I spoke to the planning officer this morning (10 January).  Planning are currently considering reports regarding 
highways and environmental issues, before posing any further questions necessary to the applicant.  Thus 
there is as yet no date for this to come to the planning committee.  As always, as soon as I hear more I will 
circulate. 
  
Stratfield Mortimer  
  
The Street  
  
Further to my report in December, I was pleased to see that the replacement of the High Friction Surfacing 
in The Street on the uphill side of the pedestrian crossing down from Kiln Lane has been carried out.  
 
MOR006 (the NDP Site) 
  
The planning officer is currently considering some of the finer details of the application and waiting for 
responses from key consultees including housing and education, as well as regarding the public right of way.  
It is currently estimated that the application will go to the planning committee meeting on 28 February or 
21 March. 
 
  
 
  
Graham Bridgman  
10 January 2018  


