Group Leader’s report to the 
Central Bedfordshire Liberal Democrats 
Annual General Meeting
It’s been another challenging year on Central Bedfordshire Council and next year could be even worse, but more on that shortly.
Once again, this year, the Lib Dem Group of 8 on CBC has been punching well above its weight. It’s now more than 2 years since the last local elections, so it’s worth giving a short half-term report.
We were elected with the following priorities –
A COUNCIL THAT LISTENS - our area has been ignored by the Conservative Council
ACTION ON POLICING AND HEALTH SERVICES - we've been shortchanged for too long 
A CLEANER, GREENER BEDFORDSHIRE - action on climate and to protect nature 
THE BEST SCHOOLS WE CAN DELIVER - helping every child get the best start in life 
KEEP COUNCIL TAX DOWN - while delivering decent local services like fixing potholes 
DELIVER ON INFRASTRUCTURE - where is the investment our growing area needs?

Note as we’re not the Administration, our ability to deliver on these is somewhat limited! However, the list of achievements below demonstrates that we’ve certainly been trying. 

Looking back at 2023-25

In year 1, when the Independent Alliance ran the Council with 27 Councillors, we secured a strong list of wins in return for our support (or abstention) on key parts of the budget. In year 2, after the independent split, we continued to deliver wins for our residents through a series of unofficial alliances with the Independent Alliance, Conservatives and the other independent group.

This is what we have achieved on the Council side (please say if I’ve missed some!) -

	23-24 Council wins
	24-25 Council wins

	Secured £10m in capital budget for health funding
	Protected local community and charity funding scheme (ward councillor grants)

	Prevented bus subsidy cuts
	Scrapped plans to cut opening hours at tidy tips (and stopped plans for extra charges too)

	Secured funding for new Leighton Buzzard leisure centre
	Stopped cuts to libraries

	Stopped free parking being removed altogether from Dunstable and Leighton Buzzard
	Increased funding for SEND places

	Protected local community and charity funding scheme (ward councillor grants)
	Scrapped plans for replacement black bin charges

	Passed motions on Land South Leighton Buzzard, GP access and to keep railway ticket offices open
	Increased gully cleaning to prevent flooding

	Passed motions on canals and climate change
	Prevented bus subsidy cuts again

	Passed motion on policing in Leighton Buzzard and Central Bedfordshire
	Passed motion supporting health investment in Central Bedfordshire (1 of 3 health motions we have passed)

	Passed motion on CBC’s failure to deliver new school at Bidwell West
	Passed motion supporting creation of Meanwhile spaces

	Passed motion on road safety in Bedford Road Houghton Regis
	Passed motion calling for CBC to develop town centre strategies and to support banking hubs

	Passed motion asking Council to support organ donation
	Passed motion backing more action on flooding

	
	Passed motion supporting Repair Cafes in Central Bedfordshire



These are of course significant achievements for a small opposition group, but we can’t ignore that for most residents, their view of CBC services over the last two years is unlikely to have been positive. Taxes have gone up by the maximum each year. 
Council reserves have been run down to dangerous levels. Deep cuts have been made to services each year. This is not the ‘Independent dawn’ Cllr Zerny promised us back at that first Full Council meeting in July 2023.

State of play on the council
The current balance of power on the Council looks like this –
· Independent Alliance - 15
· the Administration
· Conservatives – 20
· Central Bedfordshire Community Network – 13
· These are the people that split away from the Independent Network including one Green
· Liberal Democrats - 8
· Labour – 4
· Reform UK – 2
· Independent - 1
Somehow the Administration is limping on. The Conservatives, despite being the largest group, show no sign of wanting to take charge. It’s worth noting that the Conservatives effectively control the balance of power on the Council now. 
In practice the two main independent groups will violently oppose each other on most issues! The Conservatives basically can decide who wins any vote. At the budget, they sided with the opposition Centra Bedfordshire Community Network. At the AGM, they sided with the Administration! 
It’s also worth noting that the tone of debate on the Council has grown steadily more ugly. In particular the two independent groups hate each other, but the Conservatives also hate the Administration. 
Our group does its best to stay above the rancour and generally maintain good relations with all the other groups – we’re here to put residents first, not fight like rats in a sack.
Education
I just want to give this a special mention. For a long time, exam results in many CBC schools have been underperforming where they should be. Council efforts over many years have failed to make any noticeable difference. 
In fact, we’re hearing that the latest results may be even worse. Add to this, there are severe problems funding the 3 to 2 programme (which was supposed to improve standards) and also with SEND provision – which is leading to the Council spending millions on expensive school’s transport and isn’t delivering what our children need. In particular, plans for a new SEND school have been a complete mess. First it was to cost £37million, then that soared to £63million, before then a cut down version of the plan came back down to £42million. But then it turned out those figures were completely wrong too. To call this shambolic is an understatement.
We are very concerned at the Council’s failures in this area and will be doing our best to press for improvements in the coming year.
Looking ahead
The really bad news is that the Labour Government is set to CUT Central Bedfordshire’s funding by around £24million next year. This is potentially a hammer blow to local services and could put the Council on the brink of financial crisis (Bedford Council is already there).
We are pushing for our Labour MPs to make representations to the Government on our behalf – neither have responded to requests from the local Lib Dems, but they have met with Chief Executive.
Even if we can get some concessions however, this is going to be an extremely difficult budget. We can expect maximum Council Tax rises and a lot of services to be threatened.
Details will emerge in the coming weeks, but Lib Dem Councillors will be doing their best to stand up for our residents. 
Aside from the budget, the next election is just 18 months away. We can definitely say that Reform UK will be a strong player in that election. We need to be stepping up our campaigning so that we fight them off in our areas and also do our best to grow the group – it has been very frustrating to see how badly this Council has been run and if we want to change that, we need more Liberal Democrat Councillors in 2027.
Finally, three other updates –
1. There has been no progress on moving towards an elected Mayor as part of the Government’s devolution plans. This will almost certainly happen at some point, but it’s not clear which areas the new Mayor will cover – it could be as small as MK, Bedford and Central Bedfordshire, but we could also end up being part of a multi-county Mayor (Hertfordshire and/or Buckinghamshire).

2. One of the Government’s new towns is set to be announced as Tempsford in Central Bedfordshire. This could end up being as large as 40,000 houses. There are hopes that this could count to Central Bedfordshire’s overall housing targets – which would greatly reduce pressure for development in other parts of our area.

3. Universal Studios Bedford looks likely to go ahead in the coming months. While this might be just across the border in Bedford Council’s area, it will have a large impact on the northern part of the CBC area. It’s going to bring thousands of jobs and millions of extra visitors to the area. 
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