• Covid stats – Omicron is now the dominant strain across the South West and the cause of most of
the new cases in Somerset. Consequently, the Somerset infection rate has spiked and by Christmas
weekend the rate was 546.6/100k, which remains below the South West’s 645.6/100k and England’s
897.7/100k, both of which are also rising rapidly. The latest R number range for the South West is
0.9-1.1. Somerset continues to have one of the highest vaccination rates in the country with nearly
96 per cent of the eligible 18+ population having at least one vaccination and just over 93 per cent
have been double jabbed. Almost 51 per cent of adults in Somerset have had a booster jab and
demand is beginning to outstrip supply. More than 1.12 million jabs have been delivered and
163,000 booster jabs. There have now been more than 83,000 cases in Somerset and 977 deaths
attributed to Covid since the start of the pandemic. Most of those who currently need hospital care,
around 16 cases, are people who have not had a vaccination.
• Covid vaccinations – Vaccination continues to be recognised as the best form of defence against
covid. Extra walk-in clinics have been held at weekends to help boost the number of vaccinations
being given in Somerset, including some pop-up clinics. It is still not too late for anybody to book
their first or second jab if they have not already had them. The large drive-through vaccination
centre now operating at the Firepool site, in Taunton, seems to be working well and is administering
around 2,000 jabs a day. The centre has extended its opening hours to 7.30 am to 10 pm as it steps
up the number of doses per day to help meet the Government’s enhanced targets. More info on
vaccination centres is here https://www.somersetccg.nhs.uk/health/local-services/health-servicesduring-coronavirus/covid-19-vaccinations-in-somerset. In the week before Christmas more than
61,000 doses were given in Somerset, double the previous week’s number.
• Covid transport – Community transport is now available for residents who need to get a vaccine or
a booster, but don’t have access to a car and struggle to use public transport. You can find out more
by calling the Covid Helpline on 0300 790 6275 or by visiting
https://www.travelsomerset.co.uk/community-transport-services.
• Somerset Coronavirus helpline – Please keep promoting the Coronavirus one-stop helpline
number 0300 790 6275 but be aware that demand has increased recently and it may take a little
while to get through. The service is open from 8 am to 6 pm every day of the week and has just
passed 17,000 calls received since it opened in April of last year.
• Mindline – Covid-19 continues to pose challenges to our community both here in the south west
and across the UK, making it as important as ever that we look after our mental health, as well as
our physical health. Mindline Somerset is a confidential listening service, available 24 hours a day, 7
days a week. Their volunteers offer a friendly ear and can provide help or support with emotional
health and wellbeing. The number to call is 01823 276 892.
• Democracy – With the Government announcement of ‘Plan B’ the county is again encouraging all
staff who can work from home to do so and again taking online all meetings which do not have to be
held physically. Those staff who need to be in the office will have to follow social distancing and
other rules again, and any office ‘gatherings’ around Christmas were required to be kept small. We
are also identifying staff who may be needed to help the NHS with an accelerated roll out of the
booster vaccines. The county’s pensions committee, of which I am chairman, postponed its
December meeting to 7th January, not because of Plan B but because my funds and investment
manager tested positive for Covid and we were also experiencing some IT issues which would have
meant moving the meeting to Sedgemoor District Council’s officers in Bridgwater and producing the
hundreds of pages of reports on paper rather than electronically.
• Budget setting – An online consultation is being held on the last ever SCC budget, which will be
agreed at the council’s meeting on 23rd February. It is proposed to increase council tax by 1.99 per
cent which would cost the average Band D property £26.94, or 52p a week, and a further one per
cent which would be ringfenced for adult social care to support our most vulnerable adults, adding
£13.53 - 26p a week - to Band D bills. The consultation runs until 28th January and can be found here
https://somerset.inconsult.uk/SCCBudget/answerQuestionnaire?qid=7662851.

• Local Government Reorganisation 1 – We now know that elections to the new unitary council will
be held in May 2022. Parish council elections are being brought forward a year to be held at the
same time and I believe you will be asked to meet half the cost. Councillors on both parish and
unitary councils will be elected for five years, taking you through to 2027 when the usual cycle of
parish elections continues. The upcoming unitary elections will be on existing divisional boundaries
with two councillors being returned from each division, so the total number of councillors doubles
from 55 to 110. The number will be brought down to 85 by 2027 after a boundary commission
review to redraw the divisions which will then be called wards. The draft Structural Changes Order
will be laid before Parliament by the Secretary of State when Parliament returns and should be
passed in early March. The unitary will be a ‘continuing authority’ which means SCC effectively
continues under a new name and absorbs the district authorities making it easier for staff to transfer
and contracts to be moved across.
• Local Government Reorganisation 2 – The joint advisory committee created to work on the design
of local community networks (LCNs) has been meeting online via Microsoft Teams because of Covid.
One of the topics discussed at the last meeting was the role of unitary councillors, or how their ‘job
description’ should read. A lengthy report (14 A4 pages) was prepared comparing and contrasting
what happens in other unitary councils in Cornwall, Dorset, Buckinghamshire, and Shropshire. To my
mind, it’s not rocket science and this sort of bureaucracy is not we need when creating a new
council. A third LCN is starting in the Wincanton, Bruton, and Castle Cary area in addition to the two
for Exmoor and Frome.
• Rural broadband – The delivery of superfast broadband via CDS has been rated ‘Red’ in a Quarter
Two performance review presented to the county’s cabinet. It is the only red rated key performance
indicator (KPI) in this quarter. The explanation given is that the project is ‘still at an early stage of
mobilisation for a complex civil engineering project which is being delivered against a changing
background’ and its successful delivery requires the co-operation and commitment of many different
parties. According to county’s definition of its Key Performance Indicators, a red rating is given
because: ‘Performance is off target and outside tolerance. Project is off target’. I am therefore
seeking answers to what steps the council is taking to improve the CDS KDI so that it becomes
‘green’ or on target. The explanation given above would also have applied to the Gigaclear contract
in its early days but I do not recall seeing a ‘red’ KPI at that time, despite the fiasco that was
happening with the contract. I have queried what is being done to improve the CDS rating to ‘green’
and have received nothing but excuses, along the lines of it is a new contract and there is lots of
planning to do before things get moving on the ground, and because it is a ‘complex engineering
project’ it is considered to be ‘at risk’ and therefore justifies a ‘red’ key performance indicator.
Nothing appears to actually be planned to help move the project to a ‘green’ rating as it seems this
should happen naturally as we see progress with it. I consider the explanation unsatisfactory and will
continue to press my point. It does not bode well that the county council has recently prosecuted
one of the CDS contractors, Truespeed, for not getting proper consent and putting up proper signage
before digging up roads in a village in the Mendips resulting in the firm being fined £8,000, nor that
CDS has just ‘celebrated’ another contractor, Wessex Internet, connecting its first property. It has
only taken nearly 12 months to do so!
• A358 – National Highways has been consulting on its statutory consultation, asking people what
they thought of the process. However, the exercise closed on 4th January. There was an online
survey which was available here
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LIQf3rUIdkKqXUx1eQwXZodUWJ3bh5Fm3hG1_Mtb1FUNkEwOEUxODAyNEQ4T0NOSU9EOEZQWjNVTy4u. All the responses to
the statutory consultation are currently being analysed as NH is required to do before it can submit
its application for a Development Control Order which is still expected to happen in the coming
summer.
• Chillander crossroads – Detailed design work has now started on the improvement scheme for the
crossroads at the top of Corfe Hill following consultations. I have asked if any changes are being

made as a result of the feedback but the design team have yet to agree on what is feasible and will
report back to me once they do.
• Road defects reporting – Online reporting of road defects has been enhanced and you can now
report 21 different issues via www.somerset.gov.uk/roads-and-transport/report-a-problem-on-theroad. You take a photo of the defect if it is safe and legal to do so, upload it to the site and mark it on
an interactive map. An engineer will be pinged on his/her mobile phone and they have three days to
visit it and assess it. The fault will then be either repaired within 28 days (quicker if it is an
emergency), or added to a works programme, or monitored. You get an email confirmation that the
report has been received and a link which allows you to track the progress of the job and an email
conformation when the repair has been completed. The issues which can be reported are
potholes/road damage, blocked drain/gully, damaged pavement/cycle path, damaged
signage/bollard, overgrown vegetation, problem with crossings, signal fault, bridge/wall damage,
damaged drain covers, flooding, hazards, mud, problems with markings, pavement/road
obstruction, weeds on pavement, snow/ice, problem with roadworks, flyposting/graffiti, parking
issues, problem with road closures. There is no longer any need to email or phone the council to
report these issues.
• Bus services – The bus service improvement plan (BSIP) bid for £163 million has now gone to the
Government. There will be a further round of consultation coming up because while the outcome of
the funding bid is awaited, work has started on developing the legal mechanisms which will help
deliver the BSIP plans such as an Enhanced Partnership between the council and the bus companies,
and feedback will be sought by the consultants who are working with county on this. The BSIP is
available here https://www.somerset.gov.uk/roads-and-transport/transport-strategy.
• Bus station – As part of the BSIP a feasibility study was conducted to see if there was a need for
either a replacement bus station or a mobility hub/interchange in Taunton and if so, where would be
the most suitable location. The results showed there was a need for a bus station that the former
site would be the most suitable location. You will know that the former site was bought by the
district council. Discussions between county and district have been held to explore how the initiative
might be moved forward. A bid for funding to undertake the necessary work to re-open the previous
bus station and undertake any improvement works forms part of the BSIP and as mentioned above a
decision on the funding bid is awaited. The bid also includes mobility hubs for a number of
communities across Somerset.
• Gateway Park and Ride – The introduction of free fares and the return of Saturday services has
seen P&R passenger numbers soar. In the first six weeks average passenger journeys more than
doubled from 2,701 to 5,724 per week.
• Winter road gritting – The county’s gritting fleet has received 20 new snow blowers and four new
snow ploughs. Three extra weather stations have been installed to give cold weather warnings. A
map of the roads which are gritted can be found here https://www.travelsomerset.co.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2016/11/Winter-Service-2019-2020-With-Domains.pdf. Gritters go out when road
surface temperatures are predicted to drop below 1°C and ice or snow is expected.
• Food resilience taskforce – Somerset Food Resilience Taskforce, which the county council funds,
has now distributed more than a million items of food since the start of the coronavirus pandemic.
The scheme is co-ordinated by Village Agents from the Community Council for Somerset who create
veg boxes, carers respite meal packs, and Christmas meal packs. Around 15 to 20 different
community groups across the county collect and deliver between 10,000 and 30,000 food items each
week, as well as 100 to 600 frozen meals. Anybody who needs help with food can call 01823 331222
or visit https://somersetagents.org/help-with-food.
• Healthcare equipment appeal – Anybody with community healthcare equipment they no longer
need is being asked to arrange for it to be collected by Millbrook Healthcare so that it can be reused
to help others who are in need. Collections are free and contactless where possible and can be
booked by calling 0333 003 2407 between 9 am and 5 pm Monday to Friday.

• Carers’ pay boost – Working with the NHS Somerset Clinical Commissioning Group the county
council has agreed an immediate financial boost in rates for care workers, including a nine per cent
uplift to domiciliary care providers in CQC regulated settings who agree to pay all their staff a
minimum of £10.50 per hour, a retention bonus of £250 for those who have been working in
registered care for the past six months, and a £250 payment for new starters in domiciliary care who
have not worked in care in Somerset for the preceding three months.
• Road fatalities – The death of an elderly motorist just 10 days before Christmas meant the number
of fatal accidents on the county’s roads in 2021 reached 24, the highest in six years and the number
of people killed was just one short of the highest in that period at 25. The figures for 2020 of 12
accidents and 12 deaths were exceptionally low because lockdown meant people were not driving as
much.
• Reporting road incidents – In case like me you were not aware, there is an online portal for
reporting to the police incidents which occur on the county’s roads. The link is here
https://www.avonandsomerset.police.uk/report/accident-on-the-road/#/. Using this will help the
police to keep records of accidents where no injuries have been sustained and they do not attend,
which in turn can be used by the county’s highways team when road safety issues are raised with
them.

