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Local Plan 2040
· In April 2022, Bedford Borough submitted the Local Plan 2040 to the Planning Inspectorate. On the 27th November 2023, the Inspector advised that the plan could not be found sound due to fundamental issues that could not be fixed by minor edits.
· Here are the Inspector’s main concerns, in brief:
· Infrastructure certainty: Key highway schemes (e.g., A421 widening) lacked clear funding, timing, and technical certainty. There was over-reliance on possible RIS3 inclusion and developer contributions and no robust fallback if schemes slip.
· Housing delivery assumptions: Build-out rates for the two new settlements (Kempston Hardwick, Little Barford) were overly optimistic and noticeably higher that the site promotors position.
· Stepped trajectory risk: Heavy back-loading of housing after 2030 left little flexibility to address earlier under-delivery.
· Site-specific soundness: The Inspector Abbey Field (HOU5) found that the development would cause harm to the heritage of the site. The benefits didn’t outweigh harm.
· After this point the new Mayor took legal advice on the best course of action, the Council selected to attempt to address the inspectors concerns and “fix” the former Mayor’s Local Plan which cost of at least £1m extra to the Council.
· The Inspector paused the examination of the Local Plan 2040 to give the Council time to address fundamental soundness issues
· During the pause, Universal Studios was agreed, this project was unknown when the plan was submitted in January 2023 and will significantly impact the plan’s deliverability and soundness.
· The Inspector sent a letter to the Borough Council dated the 10th June 2025 stating: 
· He considers the plan as submitted to be overtaken by events and sees no credible prospect of resuming the examination soon. Attempting large-scale modifications would be complex and hinder public engagement.
· He recommends withdrawing the current plan and working with the community to produce a new plan that incorporates Universal’s impact.
· The Inspector notes that even without Universal, unresolved issues from his November 2023 advice remain, particularly:
· The soundness and flexibility of the spatial strategy.
· Evidence gaps in housing and employment, especially as key sites like Kempston Hardwick are no longer deliverable.
· An alternative would be for him to issue an unsoundness report, but this would cost the council and have little practical value, as the whole plan would still require reassessment.
· Despite Universal being agreed during soon after the local Elections in 2023, he could not ask officers to start work on a new plan as the current plan was ongoing because the law requires one plan at a time under a Government-agreed Local Development Scheme (LDS). Therefore, formally starting a new plan would be illegal. 
· There is significant concern about speculative development, particularly in the absence of a 5-year land supply. The Borough will do everything in our power to manage that risk through careful planning decisions and robust engagement.
· Should the Council elect to not withdraw the former Mayors Local Plan 2040 which has effectively been rejected twice, the Inspector will have no choice but to issue an unsoundness report. 
Lloyds Bank Building
· The Council is postponing the planned purchase of the Lloyds Bank building on Bedford High Street given the financial pressures facing the Council in light of unprecedented increases in costs and demand for adult social care, temporary accommodation, and children’s services.
· For reference, the Lloyds Bank building was identified as a strategic regeneration opportunity, with potential for mixed-use redevelopment (office, retail, and residential).
· The purchase was being considered as part of wider town centre regeneration ambitions.
· Additionally, the CIPFA Review revealed the Council has a significantly weakened financial position inherited from previous financial decisions with the last 14 years.  
· Proceeding with the purchase now would tie up capital at a time when funds are needed to maintain financial stability and protect services.
· The Council remains committed to regenerating the town centre and will continue to progress deliverable schemes and pursue external funding.
· The Lloyds Bank building will stay under active review. If market conditions improve or a more favourable opportunity emerges the Council will revisit the proposal, subject to full due diligence and clear value-for-money.
Borrowing
· CIPFA finds that the Council’s borrowing remains proportionate and affordable. Financing costs are currently under 10% of net revenue, and even at their projected peak by 2031/32, they remain well within CIPFA’s definition of safe levels.
Chewing Gum Taskforce
· A targeted chewing-gum removal programme is underway in Bedford town centre, supported by a nearly £30,000 grant secured by the council.
· The Chewing Gum Task Force will be using specialist equipment, with support from Keep Britain Tidy and major gum manufacturers (e.g., Mars Wrigley, Perfetti Van Melle) to deliver intensive cleaning with behaviour-change messaging to encourage responsible disposal.
· Works have started on Midland Road (River Street to Silver Street), with Mill Street, Silver Street, and areas around Bedford Bus Station being next on the list of targeted areas.
· The programme will be running now through to the end of October 2025.
Universal 
· At Full Council last week, Bedford Borough Council unanimously approved its consultation response to the Universal Destinations & Experiences Special Development Order.
· The response has a strong resident-first approach on parking controls, including the option to roll out Controlled Parking Zones (CPZs), active travel planning, robust noise monitoring, and potential measures to prevent an Airbnb free-for-all that could hollow out communities.
· With the response now agreed, the Council will continue to work with the Government and developer ensure Bedford Borough receives all possible benefits from this investment. 
Financial Information:
Please see below financial information to help clear up any misunderstandings regarding the CIPFA report and Reserves.
CIPFA and Council Finances 
· The Borough Council commissioned independent experts, the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA), to conduct an independent review of Bedford Borough Council’s finances. 
· In brief, CIPFA have found that the Council’s financial difficulties are not new, they are the result of issues around poor governance, financial controls and short-term decisions that impacted the Council negatively in the long-term. Some but no all of the issue identified in the report include:
· Council Tax: CIPFA states the Council kept its Council Tax artificially low when compared to the Governments funding formula. While this decision would have been popular at the time, this has left a permanent funding gap. CIPFA estimates £24 million in lost income in 2024/25 alone, undermining services like adult social care, housing and children’s services and areas of discretionary spend such as the Council Tax Reduction Scheme. 
· Cost Pressures in Social Care and Housing: Like councils across the country, Bedford is struggling with rising demand for adult and children’s care services, and temporary accommodation costs - all of which are pushing the budget further into the red.
· Weak Internal Systems: CIPFA identifies significant weaknesses and capacity risks in Bedford Borough Council’s commissioning, procurement, and contract management functions. These issues stem largely from past savings decisions that reduced staffing and resources in core corporate services such as Finance, Procurement, and Legal. As a result, these functions are now overstretched, limiting their ability to provide effective oversight and governance across high-risk, high-spend service areas.
· Difficult Savings Expectations: CIPFA states that over the past ten years, Bedford Borough Council has already delivered most of the easily achievable savings - what it refers to as “low-hanging fruit.” These include straightforward efficiency measures and reductions in back-office and corporate functions such as finance, procurement, and legal services. While these steps helped close previous budget gaps, they have now exhausted simpler savings options, and in some cases weakened the Council’s internal capacity to support financial oversight and decision-making. This creates a more difficult financial environment going forward. CIPFA warns that delivering the level of savings required for 2025/26 and 2026/27 will be “extremely challenging.” The scale of the projected overspend and the limited remaining scope for efficiencies means the Council must now look to more complex measures
· Council Tax Reduction Scheme: CIPFA’s review notes that Bedford Borough Council operates a Council Tax Reduction Scheme that is considered generous compared to neighbouring authorities and recommends that the Council do so to assess whether the current scheme remains fair, effective, and aligned with its financial capacity.
General Reserves 
· General Reserves are split into two different reserves that are used for two different purposes.
· General Fund Balance/Reserves - A savings buffer for emergencies, unexpected costs, risks or overspends. 
· Earmarked General Fund Reserves – specifically set aside for known costs agreed in advance such as flood defences, public health, or major repairs. 
· Below are the movement of the reserves from 2019 to 2024
	Year as of March 31st
	General Fund Balance/Reserves

	2019
	12,859 million

	2020
	16,316 million

	2021
	17,775 million

	2022
	17,675 million

	2023
	10,076 million

	2024
	11,183 million











· During the 2022/2023 local election year, the Council’s General Fund reserves - set aside for financial emergencies - fell by £7.6 million to just £10.076 million, dropping below the risk-assessed minimum level.
· Some of the emergencies this money was used on were:
· £2.2 million was used on roads and pavements 
· £0.600 million used on the Climate Change Fund 
· £0.100 million used on the Town Centre Priority Fund 
· £0.800 million used on Members Ward Fund  
· Only £1.605 million was used on overspends with the rest used on “outturn adjustment”. which essentially means the final tweaks to balance the books.
· After the 2022/2023 election year, the Council was left with very low reserves which left it little room to manoeuvre around any financial shocks or emergencies. 
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