
Madam Mayor,

I appreciate that this year the Council faces significant financial challenges primarily as a result of 

further cuts by central government.  I can’t offer any sympathy as the same Conservative councillors 

blaming central government cuts were out in May last year campaigning for them.

However I hope highlight some of the local decision making that has created the tough environment 

our residents are forced to suffer.  

Traditionally I open with a few words that make the Labour Party an unelectable laughing stock, this 

year I haven’t as I simply can’t compete with Jeremy Corbyn

Instead, I will start with the Council plan and like Dicken’s Christmas Carol I will visit the Leader as the 

ghost of Council plans past, present and future.

Starting with the past

It was 2006 and Ebenezer Saunders joined the team with now absent friends Phil Heath, Harry 

Robinson and Stephen West as the leading lights; Just like them promises of the past have left.

They were going to scrap the shocking waste that is shuttle buses, but have kept them as a vital part 

of the public transport infrastructure, turns out they were wrong about this.

Tearing up the humps in Pack Lane was a priority until they consulted residents and realised they 

were wrong again.

Has anyone seen the fleet of yellow school buses that were part of previous plans?

The chain of drop in youth centres has missed an entire generation and look less likely now that they 

did 10 years ago.

Who can remember the shame of being ranked 194th district on recycling.  The Tories promised to 

change it and succeeded we’re dropped another 200 places (ranked 383rd now!

At least they have protected one group from austerity.  They promised to cut spending on 

consultants – it has more than doubled.

Who remembers this.  “Not a penny of public money will spent on promoting Manydown”, how’s 

that one going?
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“We will cut fees for bulky waste collection” you’ve let that one slip, but only a big bit.

Looking at the past compliance with Council plans, there seems little value in dwelling on the current 

one, but we’ll pick a few bits that demonstrate some jiggery-pokery with your achievements.

High up on the list of achievements is securing the investment of Network Rail on Gresley Road 

triangle.  We were told this was the perfect location for micro flats, yet Network Rail didn’t include 

any in the scheme.

This was far from a Tory success, it was a lucky failure.

It would not have escaped anyone that John Lewis/Waitrose is highlighted as one of the big 

achievements.  But should the Conservatives be taking the credit for this?  After all it was the same 

Tory cabinet who recognised this as the perfect site for a hotel and spent £500k on, yes consultants, 

to work out the best type.  3 years later they announced a deal with John Lewis who whilst welcome 

are reluctant to let anyone book in for the night.

This was another successful Tory failure.

And the council plan talks of regenerating the Leisure park, but doesn’t mention the significant role 

retail is set to play.

And it is this obsession with shops that with a bit of imagination, enables us to forecast the Council 

plan of the future.

If the ghost of Council plans past and present have given us little cheer, I hope you’ll enjoy a message 

from the ghost of Council plan future.

Yes Madam Mayor our borough has been renamed.  And this is what the  leader of Retailingstoke 

and Deane has to offer

The Borough will announce that following the County Council’s decision to pretend highways no 

longer exist, the Borough has reached a deal with Carpetright.  In exchange for the whole of Brighton 

Hill retail park, they have been commissioned to look after our roads.  They start work on laminating 
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the A30 next year, using carpet off cuts as crossing points.  The advantage of this deal is when one 

shop closes and a new one opens we can simply roll up the crossing point and move it.

As a result of the deal, the Council has been working with Toys’r’us to find them a new location.  The 

Council have announced the toy retailer will move to Manydown as our new development partner. 

Under the terms of the deal the Council believe they have secured enough lego bricks to build 3000 

homes and some megablocks for affordable housing.

When questioned about the country park proposal, the cabinet issues a statement saying ‘we always 

felt it was important that residents could shape the Country park and by giving part of the site to 

Hobbycraft, we have an option on enough plasticine to do just that.

Finally the last piece of the leisure park jigsaw has fallen into place.  After failing to secure a hotel 

partner, the Council has announced that Bensons for beds have agreed to open their first 24/7 store 

on the site.  It costs £30 to stay the night and if you sleep well you can buy the bed in the morning.

So how did one of the biggest and best resourced councils become so dependent on the private 

sector.  Why is the agenda shaped not by the residents but what the investors want?

The answer to that moves us on to the budget.

Something has changed in the past few years.  In amongst all the so called ‘efficiency savings’ the 

Council made a big saving from the revenue budget that they are now paying for.  In times gone by, 

this Council would make an annual allocation to the capital budget.  Setting aside money to do the 

big things, not for financial return, but because they supported the residents vision.  First we reduced 

it then, A few years ago, we stopped doing it.  Sacrificing the legacy for the next generation in return 

for a few Tory headlines.

We became dependant on the New Homes bonus.  A funding stream with a short term future.

This means that rather than deciding what our resident want the leisure park to look like, we are 

forced to compromise .  To accept the investors vision and sell it to the public.
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If you look at the Council’s financial plans for the future – a £7.4m deficit will be filled by £3.4m cuts 

to services and £3.0m stolen from the next generation.  Virtually nothing is planned from increasing 

the borough’s revenue.

But it is not just the future that has been impacted upon.  There is no hiding from the fact that front 

line services are not what they were.

Balloons over Basingstoke was deflated for a new festival that bypasses most residents.  Even a 

fireworks event that used go out with a bang has fizzled out.

Money set aside for improved residential parking remains largely unspent as we don’t have the in 

house capacity to develop the schemes to spend it.

Graffiti and fly-tipping are no longer things the Council find, but rely on it being reported.

There are some good things in the budget, we continue to support some non profitable bus routes. 

We are increasing funding the borough’s support for homeless people.  However all these actions are 

simply filling the void created by a Tory county council desperate to cut themselves out of relevance. 

Yet despite this double devolution is being forgotten whilst the county council fight for more power 

over services to cut.

We could have been in a very different place.

I have said for many years that cutting spending is not a long term solution to the Council’s finances. 

You should never stop looking for savings, but eventually you will run out of cuts.

Where the Council has failed is in generating additional revenue.  10 years ago £8m a year came from 

our financial investments, this has dropped to £2m, hardly the impression you get from a 

Conservative administration trying to sell itself as the safe guardians of the borough’s finances.

For too long the administration sat back and did nothing whilst the opportunity afforded to it from 

the generous cash balance it inherited was allowed to sit idle.
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For all of those years the green investment proposal put forward by the Liberal Democrats was 

ignored.  Had we spent £20m on green energy when the feed in tariff was higher and 10% returns 

after depreciation was realistic, we would be in a better position now. £1.75 million a year extra.

Modern build technology could have increased the speed of housing delivery – more homes means 

more council tax bill payers – homes funded by the Council at a time when developers had problems 

accessing borrowing – we would have reaped the profits as a development partner as well.

Only now is the Council looking at these schemes and in many cases the window of opportunity has 

closed or the view has become less rewarding. Green energy has been done by central government, 

but housing is a local Tory fail.

All house building has been slowed by the five year delay to the local plan and through lengthy and 

expensive appeals processes.  Less homes means less council tax revenue, appeal cost means 

reserves are reduced and need replenishment.  As a result fewer homes leads to smaller tax returns, 

a skill shortage as families have to live elsewhere. All these financial burdens could have been 

avoided had the cabinet put the boroughs needs ahead of Tory headlines.

Residents face a council tax increase and further cuts to services with no indication of where the axe 

will fall. This can’t all be blamed on tory central government – much is down to this administration 

which has forgotten its purpose - To serve the people of the borough.

That’s why Manydown took 20 years, Waitrose took 2.

Building homes was politically awkward, Waitrose was a commercial demand. People treated as an 

inconvenience, business a priority and resources allocated.

 When a motion was put forward to change the rules on petitions so residents could shape our 

agenda, nothing happened.  When commerce wanted a voice through a business improvement 

district , it took 6 months and the Council even pay into it.  People are treated as an inconvenience, 

business a priority and resources are allocated 

accordingly.
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This Council needs a change of culture.  A culture where we make residents the heart of everything 

we do rather than victims of what the administration has done. 

Fortunately there is a party that has always been prepared to put people first. That party is the 

Liberal Democrats 

Putting people first means:

• using the combined authority negotiations to secure a bus pass that gives discount travel for 

the under 21’s and those in full time education – that’s putting people first

• Making a substantial investment in renewable energy  - providing jobs, energy security, 

tackling climate change and a financial return - that’s putting people first

• Constructing Stepping Stone Housing – meeting the urgent housing need now, not in a 

decades time - that’s putting people first

• Introducing Success and failure targets for major projects – no more claiming a £2 million 

overspend on the Malls refurbishment is an achievement. Looking after tax payers money is 

putting people first

• Extending the shuttle bus – building passenger number by frequent, affordable, reliable 

services, that run in at evenings and  weekends.  We can cut pollution and congestion and 

make it easier for people to get around. That’s putting people first

• Making the Manydown development a flagship for the UK

rather than a Tory dash for cash.   The priority for Manydown shouldn’t be making money for 

the Council but investing in our community - that’s putting people first

• Piloting a free green waste collection service – starting in Tadley as they face being charges 

to use the local tip and reviewing  the garden waste collection service we provide so it 

reflects different lifestyles

• We must Identify future savings and consult on them, rather than setting a savings target 

and making it up as we go along, that’s putting people first 
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At the end of Dickens book, Scrooge had a choice, he either carried on as he is or he turns 

over a new leaf and puts people first. This budget and council plan offer little sign that our 

Tories are ready to change, and we can’t support them until they do. 
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