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It has been another turbulent year for Shropshire Council. The General
Election in July last year brought a huge Labour majority (on a surprisingly
low turnout) and the Conservative party reduced to 121 MPs. The Liberal
Democrats’ seats increased to 70 and Reform came in with 4 parliamentary
seats. The new constituency of South Shropshire returned Conservative MP
Stuart Anderson, who has been working hard for the constituency
throughout a difficult year.

Normally a change of government does not bring immediate impacts on
rural areas such as south Shropshire. However the new Government’s first
budget included levying inheritance tax on family farms. This is a punitive
measure and could make life very difficult for farmers who are such
important contributors to our local economy. Our farming community is a
vital part of the glue which holds rural communities together and helps
keep rural services running. To lose our farms would be little short of
disaster. It has been heartening to see vigorous protests against this in
Westminster and all over the country, but sadly this targeting of farmers
demonstrates central government’s urban bias and lack of understanding
of the potential for growing rural economies.

Shropshire Council managed to beat down a budget deficit of over £50
million in 2023/24, only to be faced with a £37m overspend at the 2024/5
year end. This was exacerbated by ever-increasing demand and rising
costs of social care, both adults and children. Both Adult Social Care and
Children’s services have developed a preventative agenda to enable early
intervention to avoid hospital admissions or, in children’s services,
children being taken into care. Working with Public Health , the voluntary
sector and NHS partners a growing number of locally based community
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health and wellbeing hubs have been set up based on the market towns.
There’s one in Ludlow and more planned in Craven Arms and Church
Stretton.

There is also a growing programme of assistive technology, and emphasis
on domiciliary care to help elderly people stayin their own homes rather
than be admitted into residential care, which costs much more.

The first Local Government financial settlement in December was trailed
as “taking money from the rural areas to invest in deprived urban areas” —
implying that rural deprivation didn’t exist. Shropshire had the 3" lowest
settlement of all local authorities and overall we lost £20m partly due to
withdrawal of the Rural Services Delivery Grant, awarded by a previous
government to help offset higher costs of service delivery in rural areas, as
well as a reduction in our adult social care grant.

To cut costs further Shropshire Council has run a voluntary redundancy
programme which has seen staff losses of some 15%; vacated the Shirehall
and relocated to Guildhall at Frankwell, Shrewsbury; introduced new
garden waste charges; reduced some services and stopped others not
deemed essential. Inevitably, we have had to raise council tax to the
highest level permitted. However, we still have our libraries, museums and
leisure centres, which many local authorities have had to close.

Looking ahead Shropshire Council will have to deal with Government
proposals for devolving local authorities into fewer but much larger
agglomerations, possibly under a mayoralty system. Many two-tier
authorities are currently turning unitary, and will then be expected to join
with neighbouring unitary authorities. This is not popular and is likely to
take longer than the government calculated. As an existing unitary
authority Shropshire is not in the first tranche of devolution but it will
happen probably within this local government term. In 2023 Shropshire had
to change its boundaries at the behest of the Local Government
Boundaries Commission; and devolution may mean having to repeat the
process.

Meanwhile the Corvedale parishes continue to move forward, tackling a
range of important issues against a difficult background of a cash strapped
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Council having to reduce or reorganise services. It’s been notable that
many of the parishes in the division have been coping with similar
problems over the last period. Amongst these are speeding traffic and
appropriate action to deal with it; flooding mitigation and dealing with the
aftermath of blocked drains, damaged bridges and roads etc; too many
potholes; and a worrying rise in rural crime particularly targeted at farm
vehicles and gardening equipment Latterly, fly-tipping has also been a
growing problem.

It’s good to see the two Flood Action Groups in Culmington and Diddlebury
are still leading the way in the fight against flooding by setting up leaky
dams, desilting and other measures to keep drains open and divert water
flows. Over the past year, we’ve had bad flooding incidents in some of the
villages for the first time, which makes planning for floods even harder.

Other effective action includes opening up blocked footpaths, and keeping
them clear; setting up Parish Paths Partnerships and continuing the rollout
of defibrillators.

Looking ahead, changes to the planning system are looming with the
Government’s ambition to build thousands more houses around the
country and change the designation of green belt land to include the
amorphous ‘grey belt’. Shropshire is currently in a difficult position as its
Local Plan, which had been progressing through the Planning Inspectorate
process, was suddenly terminated and the process has to start all over
again. This will be against a backdrop of abolition of a lot of planning rules
designed to be prescriptive about where development can take place and
what it looks like. The role of Planning Committees will be seriously
weakened as all but the largest and most controversial applications can be
nodded through by officers without local consultation. The Corvedale
should have some safeguards because around 80% of its landmass lies
within the new Shropshire Hills National Landscape designation (the old
AONB) which will have environmental protection of some sort.

Finally, reverting to the similarity of the problems faced by the 10 parish
councils and 1 parish meeting within the Corvedale:
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| have suggested before that on matters of mutual interest and concern
there could be advantages in joint working between parish councils rather
than each trying to solve the same problem. | suspect that a group of
parishes will have more clout than individual parish councils, particularly
when they want the same outcomes. | believe there will be a need for
collaborative working and as far as possible speaking with one voice, both
at local authority and parish council level. We’ve discussed this before at
our Chairs/Clerks meetings, and | think it may need further consideration
and also the possibility of pooling funds for joint projects.

Once devolution - in whatever format — becomes reality in Shropshire it will
be even harder for rural parishes to have a voice in a much larger
bureaucratic set-up involving three or four large local authorities.

| can’t sign off without commenting on the seismic changes in the
Shropshire local government elections on 1st May. We are now in a brave
new world, with the Administration of the Council in the hands of the
Liberal Democrats with 42 Councillors, for the first time since the unitary
council was formed in 2009; and an astounding performance from Reform
who went from zero to hero winning 16 seats and now forming the main
Opposition, pushing the Conservatives into third place with 7 seats and
Labour and Greens with 4.

Your new Councillor, Dr Colin Stanford, magnificently bucked the trend and
saw off both the LibDems and Reforn, so the Corvedale remains
Conservative.

It has been a pleasure and a privilege to attend the Corvedale and Apedale
parish council meetings since 2009 and work with you all on a myriad of
different problems, planning issues and other difficulties which beset
parish councils. | will miss you all but am confident | am leaving you in very
safe hands.

Best wishes to you all

Cecilia Motley
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