News from the Council – Cllr Sue Abood

Local Kempston Rural news

My second surgery in Kempston Rural will now be held at Gibraltar Corner from 11.15am – 12pm on the third Saturday of the month. This adds to the 10 – 11am surgery that takes place by the Cross Keys pub on the same day.

It was an honour to attend the Remembrance Day church service, parade and wreath laying in Kempston on 12th November as the Borough Councillor. My thanks to Peter for passing on the details of the organisers so that I was able to attend. 

The petition for the pavements in Wood End comes to full council for discussion on 29th November. I will be supporting the resident who raised the petition and hope to see a positive discussion in the meeting. 

Following on from Councillor Wheeler’s report to the parish council meeting, I must correct his report that the council is facing a £12.188 million overspend this year, not last year.  I am also trying to find further information about this newly mentioned average speed camera on Gibraltar corner. Currently I can find no council officers who are aware of this camera proposal and with council budgets as stretched as they are, I am not convinced funding could be found but I am continuing to investigate. An ASC on Gibraltar corner will also not stop the issue of speeding on Ridge Road. I’m also a little disconcerted that the chair of Wootton Parish Council had knowledge of the proposal and it was only that I was copied into an email from a council officer that I discovered anything about it. This issue is being raised. 

I have been speaking to BPHA about issues with the gardens at 41 – 47 Wood End Road following a complaint from a neighbour that I contacted BPHA about, and I think we have a breakthrough. I am going to meet the housing officer on site on Thursday 23rd November when she is meeting a member of the grounds maintenance team to look at the gardens of the flats. They will be assessing the size of the gardens and whether they are too large. The proposal of the housing officer is to contact all the tenants to find out their views on the size of the garden and whether they would be happy for the gardens to be shortened. I raised with the housing officer that proposals had been made in the past for the end of the gardens to be purchased and turned into community allotments. The housing officer seemed very positive about the idea. I told the officer I would bring this back to the Parish Council to see if they are still interested in the allotments proposal. Following the meeting with the maintenance officer next week and depending on the outcome of any responses from the tenants, the housing officer is planning on speaking to the asset sales manager to suggest selling off some of the garden land. This will be of no use to BPHA’s development team as it will not be possible to use the land to build on as there is no street access. The housing officer did suggest one option could be a communal area for the tenants that BPHA would maintain and charge the tenants for in the form of a service charge. She did seem very keen on the allotments idea however. She has suggested that the parish council put in an official proposal to BPHA to perhaps purchase the land at the end of these gardens for use as allotments which she could then push to the asset managers pending the outcome of her visit and discussions with tenants. 



Borough Council news

· Children’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee seeks Parent Governors
The Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee at Bedford Borough Council requires two Parent Governor Representatives from Maintained Schools to attend as co-opted members to consider education matters.  The Children’s Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee will help to review and develop policy in relation to education and children’s services for consideration by the Council’s Mayor and Executive.  Parent Governor Representatives will represent the views of parents in influencing the development of education policy and children’s services.  Assistance in helping to find these parent governor representatives is requested by the council.

· Council motion on suicide prevention.
Cllr Atkins brought a motion to full council with the aim to secure funding for suicide prevention activities. Suicide is the leading cause of death in males under 50 years and females under 35 years in the UK, with the latest available figures confirming that 5,219 people in England tragically took their own lives in 2021. Local suicide prevention activity is critical in preventing suicides across England, with NHS England dedicating £57million to local areas for suicide prevention and bereavement support services as part of delivering the NHS Long Term Plan. However, this funding for local suicide prevention will have run out by March 2024, and in many areas has already come to an end, meaning some local suicide prevention activities will have to scale back or stop. The council resolved to write to the Chancellor of the Exchequer asking for ring-fenced suicide prevention funding for local areas to be continued for the lifetime of the five-year National Suicide Prevention Strategy, increased in line with inflation. 

· Motion to Council on Organ Donation by ethnic minorities. 
Bedford Borough Hospital’s Organ Donation Committee has raised concerns about health inequalities faced by ethnic minority patients who wait an exceptionally long time for suitable matches. The Hospital’s Organ Donation Committee asked for Bedford Borough Council to support their work in helping to encourage awareness and education of organ donation so important conversations can be had about these decisions – especially among ethnic minority groups.

The Council resolved to recognise the life changing/saving potential of Organ Donation and support the work of Bedford Hospital’s Organ Donation committee. The Council called upon all Members, officers and the Executive to help, where possible and appropriate, the Organ Donation Committee’s work and assist with raising awareness and distribution of education material – particularly among
ethnic minorities communities. The Council also resolved to recognise that ethnic minorities also face similar issues with regard to blood donors. The Council also called upon all members, officers and the Executive to help assist where possible, raising awareness of blood donation among
ethnic minority groups.


· Council have committed £9 million for new GP premises

Following the Full Council Motion, the new administration has committed to £9 million for new GP premises. I am very pleased that we have this funding within the Borough and I’ll be pushing the Council to allocate some of it to build a new surgery here in Wootton, especially as in a recent interview and article online the Mayor failed to mention Wootton surgery when listing those surgeries who would be receiving the investment. An explanation of the planning process that resulted in the figure of £9 million has been requested by the Health Overview and Scrutiny Committee (of which I am a member) as part of their GP Access project. 


· Concerns over Council finances

[bookmark: _Hlk150980461]The new council budget shows that there are plans to add £53 million in borrowing to the Council’s debt. This can be seen in the financial papers on the Council website. This is likely to cost around £5 million every year in debt payments which may result in a loss of services for residents or an increase in council tax to pay for the repayments which concerns me given the current squeeze on residents’ budgets. The Budget Overview and Scrutiny Committee have raised concerns and are monitoring things closely. 


· Motion to protect River Festival is passed unanimously

Following a motion to Full Council, Bedford River Festival has been protected so that it will continue to be a fantastic event for all with the same size and ambition as previous years. The Mayor had previously U-turned on his decision to scrap the River Festival in favour of a smaller event, but this motion will now protect Bedford River Festival from any future poorly thought-out changes. The strength of opinion around the Mayor’s original decision was evident from the number of signatures on petitions within 24 hours of them being started.


· RAAC in schools and public buildings

The Council has finally published some information on RAAC (Reinforced Autoclaved Aerated Concrete) within the Borough. While the recent scandal centred on school buildings, other buildings built from the 1960s to 1990s may also be affected. Although it is not the list of buildings affected that we have been asking for and what we feel residents need, the page does have some useful information and can be found here: www.bedford.gov.uk/schools-education-and-childcare/schools-and-colleges/raac-your-questions-answered

· Children’s Services Celebration Event for Looked After Children, care leavers and Kids who Share. 
I was delighted to be able to attend the Borough Council’s Children’s Services Celebration Event at the end of October, celebrating the incredible achievements of looked after children, care leavers and Kids who Share (children of foster families) in the Borough. Such amazing and inspiring young people, and their carers are second to none. Hearing examples of how these young people had been brave, helpful, caring, doing well at school/college and making a difference was wonderful. There were two events, one for children 12 and under in the afternoon and an evening event for young people aged 13 and over. Personal highlights, alongside the sense of pride in the young people in the Borough, were the opportunity to do some arts and crafts with the younger children including having my face painted at the afternoon event, and in the evening event listening to a great band from Bedford College and watching council staff regret their decision to ride on the adrenalin-fuelled fairground ride! My thanks to the Children's Services team for organising two brilliant and different events, and thanks must also go to local businesses for their support for the event. 
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