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AGENDA ITEM 5(a)

LEADER OF THE COUNCIL –‘CORPORATE’ PORTFOLIO AREA
COUNCILLOR SIMON BLACKBURN

The Corporate area covers my portfolio and those of:

 Councillor Ivan Taylor (Cabinet Member for Projects and Partnerships)

The full details of the portfolio areas can be found on the Council’s website at 
https://www.blackpool.gov.uk/Your-Council/Your-councillors/Executive-members.aspx

Corporate Issues

Financial Monitoring
Like most other upper tier local authorities, ongoing pressures in social care dominate our 
financial monitoring forecasts for this year.  It is apparent even at this early stage of the 
financial year that the demand pressures being met by Children’s Services are once again the 
primary challenge facing the Council in its attempt to balance its Budget in-year.  However, I am 
pleased to report that all other services are showing an aggregated net underspend of 
£136,000, meaning that the in-year position, whilst of concern, is understood and controlled. 

The profound challenges we face in Blackpool surrounding the funding of Children’s Services 
are not a local problem.  It is a national contagion, attracting widespread coverage in the media 
in recent months. ‘Children and Young People Now’ identified in June that based upon Revenue 
Account data for 2018/ 2019 e.g. local authorities’ submitted annual budgets rather than 
forecast outturns, local authority spending on children’s services is rising at a faster rate than 
any other council service area.  Expenditure is expected to rise by £542m (6.8%) of which 
expenditure on Looked after Children is rising by £350m (9.1%).  However, whilst spend on 
children’s social care nationally represents 18% of total local authority spend (excluding 
Education and Police), in Blackpool the proportion is much greater.

A recent Newton Europe Report ‘Making Sense Understanding the Drivers of Variation in Spend 
on Children’s Services’ (June, 2018), commissioned by the Local Government Association, 
appraised the drivers of variation in spend on children’s services.  It concluded that 
approximately half of the variation in spend seen nationally was due to factors largely outside 
the control of councils, namely deprivation, 0 – 25 population, amount of disposable household 
income, levels of unemployment and crime.  The All Party Parliamentary Group for Children 
published a report, July 2018, titled ‘Storing Up Trouble: A postcode lottery of children’s social 
care’, in which several recommendations were made that sought both interim and sustainable 
funding arrangements based upon level of need “to stabilise the crisis in early intervention 
services” and “to invest in early help and preventative services”.  This follows months of 
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Government lobbying by the Local Government Association, Barnardo’s, Action for Children, 
National Children’s Bureau, The Children’s Society, NSPCC and our own North West Portfolio 
Holders for Children’s Services Network.

I am proud of Blackpool Council’s financial record during the recent years of austerity and 
acute financial challenge – a challenge created first and foremost by this Governments 
continued assault on local authorities and their ability to provide quality local services.  I am 
proud that Blackpool Council can demonstrate that it has maintained working balances of circa 
£6m across the last decade, that its level of earmarked reserves has remained relatively stable 
for the last three years and that its income collection is actually improving during very difficult 
times.  However, as it stands, in-year pressures in Children’s social care mean that we estimate 
overall Council working balances to fall by £4,051,000 against the budgeted position over the 
year.  This fall is in the context of unaudited working balances at the start of the year of 
£6,034,000 representing a potential erosion of 67%.

The most up to date in-year financial position was reported to the Executive on 10 September.  
Whilst the position of Children’s Services remains our number one corporate concern, I remain 
reassured that in the context of £32m Earmarked Reserves and with the majority of the 
financial year remaining, we will weather the storm so that the position improves before year-
end. 

As Members are aware, on top of the continued demand pressures in social care, the overall 
budget for 2018/ 2019 required a further total savings of £5.5million to be found.  As at 30 June 
2018 (month 3), 35% of the 2018/ 2019 savings target had already been delivered. 

I find it hard to understate to Members the extent of financial challenge now facing local 
councils up and down the country – be they Labour, Conservative, or all combination of colours 
in between.  Every passing week would appear to carry news of another County Council 
somewhere in the country freezing spending and warning that they are at serious risk of 
following the fate of Northampton.  https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-45435368.  The 
Government cannot surely continue on its current course.  It must determine how social care in 
particular is to be placed on a sustainable financial footing, so that we can all plan for the longer 
term and extinguish the growing crises of the present.  I continue to work with colleagues 
across the political spectrum through the Local Government Association to urge the 
Government to commit to the proper funding of essential local public services. 

Continued Improvements to the Collection of Council Tax, Business Rates and Administration 
of Housing Benefit
At the end of month 3, the amount collected for Council Tax (excluding Police and Fire 
precepts) was £14.3m and the collection rate was 26.2%.  This compares to £13.1m and 25.8% 
at the same point in 2017/ 2018.  The amount collected has actually risen by £1.2m, which is 
mainly due to increases in both the Council Tax rate and base.  I am pleased to advise that early 
indications show the improved collection rate has continued at month 4. 
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In respect of Business Rates, at the end of month 3, the amount collected was £12.7m and the 
collection rate was 25.4%.  This compares to £12.9m and 24.9% at the same point in 2017/ 
2018.  The increase of 0.5% compared to the previous year equates to £0.4m, though changes 
in both the Business Rate multiplier and base (due to the Revaluation in April 2017 and other 
movements) have made negative contributions of £0.6m, offset by a compensating increase to 
the Non-Domestic Rate (NDR) Top-up amount.  Early indications show the improved collection 
for NDR has continued at month 4.  A total of 320 business rate summonses were issued in the 
three months to the end of June 2018.

Housing Benefit and Council Tax Reduction Scheme new claims were processed in an average of 
24 days in July whilst changes in circumstances were processed in 12 days.  Following 
consultation regarding the future of funding for supported housing, the Government has 
announced their intention to keep the current scheme, which will mean customers in this type 
of accommodation will continue to claim Housing Benefit.   

Strategic Issues

The Changing Face of Retail and High Streets: Our Focus on the Regeneration and 
Transformation of Blackpool Town Centre
The fate of the British high street continues to occupy significant media attention and 
comment.  Clearly, the face of retailing is changing more extensively and rapidly than most 
anticipated and recent research has demonstrated that the contraction in traditional forms of 
retailing is resulting in increased levels of high street retail vacancy in town and city centres 
right across the county.  I am acutely aware of how these challenges are playing out in 
Blackpool, where the context of our retailing environment is already somewhat volatile because 
of the seasonal nature of footfall through the town centre.  I am also conscious that a number 
of well-documented, reputable reports have shown that those town centres that are most 
dependent on retail premises have suffered most badly and those town centres with less retail, 
more offices and other forms of leisure activities have fared the best. 

I would like to highlight to Members that this evidence acts as direct support and validation for 
our strategy for the regeneration of Blackpool town centre.  We need to both support retail and 
promote positive shifts in the use and purpose of parts of the town centre to other things that 
will drive footfall and spend, reflecting what people now want.  In this context, I am convinced 
that the investments we have made, continue to make and hope to make in the town centre 
are the right ones, as they are going to drive year round footfall, spend and not rely exclusively 
on retail.  Solid examples of this strategy already in delivery include:

 Our £26m investment in a new Conference Centre, bringing in new people year round, 
in particular for business conferencing out of season;

 Our support for the extension of Hounds Hill to include relocated Wilkos, IMAX cinema 
and restaurant offering; 



 A new £23.4m tram extension linking by underpass into Blackpool North Station and the 
newly electrified rail line;

 A new 144-bedroom 4-star Holiday Inn and restaurant; and
 A £7m Quality Corridors programme, which will see the refurbishment of King Street, 

Deansgate, Edward Street, Topping Street and Cookson Street/ Dickson Road, which are 
already on the way to completion.

In addition to this, we continue to develop plans to increase the level of quality office floor 
space and associated jobs in the town centre.  To this end, I am delighted to welcome the 
hundreds of new private sector staff that are locating to our building at Bickerstaffe Square this 
autumn.  I am also determined that we make the strongest possible case to Government for the 
relocation of existing public sector employment from peripheral locations in Blackpool directly 
into the town centre in the years ahead.

All of these investments and proposals will bring new footfall, spend and life into our town 
centre.  Put together, they will deliver transformational change. 

Central Leisure Quarter
Proposals for the Central Leisure Quarter are of course central to our regeneration ambitions – 
for the town centre and the visitor economy more widely.  I can confirm that discussions with 
the developer for the Central Leisure Quarter site have continued over recent months, with 
significant progress being made on the specific nature of the proposals.  There have been some 
exciting recent revisions to the proposed scheme, with the Developer now working towards 
firming up the detail for the scheme before presenting a comprehensive masterplan for the 
whole site this autumn.  Negotiations commenced in early August with the Developer’s 
solicitors and the Council’s advisors around proposals for ‘Heads of Terms’ for the site and to 
discuss the basis for a potential Land Agreement.  Subject to these negotiations, the Council 
and the Developer are looking to finalise legal agreements as soon as practicable and present 
them to the Executive for approval later this year.

The current proposals would see a phased redevelopment of the site, with a potential 
commencement in early 2020.  At present the detail of the proposals, remain confidential 
under the current terms of the agreement with the Developer whilst it is the subject of 
negotiation and amendment.  The Council, however, is hoping to be in a position to make a 
formal announcement regarding the proposals before the end of the year. 

With regard to the Bonny Street Police Station and Blackpool Courts, the Council will soon be 
taking back possession of the Police Station buildings following their acquisition by the Council 
back in 2016 and Lancashire Constabulary’s imminent decanting of the premises this autumn.  
In relation to Blackpool Courts, the Council commissioned a feasibility study earlier this summer 
(funded by money won from central government), which identified a number of suitable sites 
for their potential relocation.  Additional work is now being undertaken to assess the viability of 
these sites and the opportunities they may present in the long term.



Policy Issues

Lords Select Committee: Visit to Blackpool, 5 and 6 September 2018
I am very pleased to inform Members that a special House of Lords Select Committee has 
chosen to focus on the regeneration of seaside towns as one of its inquires this year.  I would 
like to thank Baroness Valentine in particular for working to ensure that the profile of seaside 
towns has been raised in this way.  I am delighted that the Lords Committee chose to make a 
special visit to Blackpool in early September as part of their evidence gathering.  Members of 
the Committee spent time looking at our particular housing challenges, especially our troubled 
private rented sector, alongside our regeneration successes such as the tramway, promenade, 
Tower and the early delivery of our new Conference Centre.  The Committee also visited the 
Airport Enterprise Zone and Fleetwood dock to learn more about efforts to diversify the 
economic base of Blackpool and the Fylde Coast. 

The Council has been invited to submit written evidence to the inquiry and senior officers are 
currently preparing our submission.  I am hopeful that we will be called to give oral evidence to 
the Committee at Westminster in due course.  If invited, I look forward to taking the 
opportunity to outline publically the specific challenges and opportunities facing seaside towns, 
and Blackpool in particular and what we need from Government to continue to regenerate our 
economy and town.

Working with Partners

Continued Rail Disruption: Some Positives for Blackpool out of the Recent Chaos
As Members, our residents and visitors well know, this year has witnessed an unprecedented 
and totally unacceptable level of rail disruption.  We always expected some pain owing to the 
electrification of the line from Preston to Blackpool North.  Indeed, some pain was worth the 
gain of this terrific and overdue investment.  However, I do not think any of us could have 
anticipated the extent of chaos that was unleashed on the Northern rail network after the 
abject failure of the new timetable that Northern Rail attempted to introduce in May.  It was an 
unmitigated disaster.  Services are only now beginning to recover – even the recent emergency 
timetable was unreliable in respect of certain routes.  I believe it is fair to say that we have all 
lost some confidence in our railways and this is especially bad for a place like Blackpool that 
depends on visitor traffic.  The situation in respect of our railways must be reversed.

Throughout the summer, I have made every effort to impress upon rail bosses the need for 
immediate improvement in the reliability of services into Blackpool – on behalf of residents, 
businesses and visitors.  Councillors Campbell and Jackson have joined me in this effort in 
particular, alongside senior officers and both of our local MP’s.  I must say that this effort has 
frequently been a frustrating exercise.  All too often, we have had inadequate answers to our 
questions.  Furthermore, the city regional mayors to our south, in particular the Mayor of 
Greater Manchester, have too frequently dominated the debate about rail in the media and 



elsewhere.  This exercise alone has further convinced me of the urgent need for Lancashire to 
assemble a stronger collective voice. 

Regardless of these difficulties, I am pleased to inform Members that over the summer I 
personally negotiated special support for Blackpool via our membership of Transport for the 
North.  I can confirm that I secured over £80,000 towards additional resort marketing, paid for 
by the rail industry out of recognition of the impact the disruption has had on Blackpool.  This 
new money has paid for a number of additional TV and radio campaigns over the summer, 
above and beyond what we had been planning.  It is our view that the entire visitor economy 
benefits from additional footfall into the town and this is the reason why we opted to allocate 
this new cash to additional, targeted marketing. 

In the negotiations over the summer, I attempted to broker an agreement with rail bosses to 
establish a compensation scheme for local businesses, but despite our best efforts, this was not 
agreed.  The issue does not end here, however and I continue to make the strongest 
representations I can about the impact the rail disruption have had on small business that 
depend on visitors in particular.  This message continues to get through and I can confirm that 
we are in discussion about potential further ‘one off’ monies for marketing and events designed 
to bring additional people into our wonderful town.


