
PUBLIC QUESTIONS TO CABINET – 12 JANUARY 2023 
 
Question 1 
 
From: Mike Willmont, Hereford 
To: Cabinet Member, Infrastructure & Transport  
 
On 7 Nov 2022 I reported to BBLP a blocked drain in Commercial Street. 
 
Their response (Enquiry 11126562) was that a job had been created for the drainage team to 
unblock the gully by the end of the Nov. 
 
By 20 Dec 2022 the drain had not been cleared and Councillor Miln advised that BBLP promised 
him that it would be fixed by 14 Dec. 
 
As of 8 Jan 2023 the drain remained blocked. After two months there remains a large flood in a 
main shopping street. 
 
My question – BBLP appears to be an organisation that is more interested in profit and cutting 
corners rather than providing a public service for which they are contracted to do. How much 
longer do the people of Herefordshire have to accept this unresponsive and inefficient service? 
 
Response 
 
The County Council, via its partner Balfour Beatty Living Places, operates two gully emptiers on 
the highway network.  For much of the year one of the units is focussed on programmed work 
and the other on reactive type work, receiving its work direct from BBLP’s inspectors or from 
public enquiries raised on the system. 
 
In this instance a crew visited the gully, and three others, on the 10th November.  The gullies 
were emptied and their respective connections checked, all appeared to be working as expected.  
A follow up inspection was carried out by the Locality Steward following reports of further ponding 
in the vicinity of the Waterstones’ store on Commercial Street.  The reactive emptier visited again, 
mud and silt were found in the bottom of the gully and the unit was emptied a second time.  It 
was evident that there is an underlying problem at this location as gullies of this type would not 
normally require emptying more than once every couple of years. 
 
The gully has been added to our list of problem locations and will be subject to CCTV survey in 
the near future, it is being treated as a priority as it sits at a sensitive part of the network.   
Had the problem been identified at the time of the first emptying then Mr Willmont would have 
been informed of the need for additional works.  This has identified a weakness in our system 
whereby customer enquiries that are closed as a consequence of apparently successful works 
are not flagged should a similar problem manifest within a short period.  We will be looking to 
discuss this issue with the system’s architects, Brightly, via BBLP.  
  
BBLP have been asked to contact you to advise you when the investigation works are to be 
scheduled and to inform you of any remedial works that are identified as a consequence. 
 
Our contract with BBLP is such that they are paid to provide a defined service, and the delivery 
of this service is measured via a suite of agreed operational and strategic performance indicators.  
In this instance we are satisfied that the approach adopted is proportionate with the problem that 
was originally identified, and that when additional issues were found to exist then additional works 
were arranged.  The profitability of the contract is not determined by cutting corners and 
minimising cost but by delivering the agreed services in line with the expectation of both the 
Annual Plan and the commissioning officer responsible for the area of work. 
 
 
 



Question 2 
 
From: Name and address provided 
To: Cabinet Member, Children and Families 
 
My supplementary question to Full Council (9/12/22) wasn’t read out. A written answer was 
promised. None has materialized. The question was: 
 
Will Councillors insist that alongside the draft improvement plan, there is a coherent and funded 
plan for dealing with the enormous and tragic legacy of years of inadequate services, and that 
responsibility for this is removed from the current leadership who have lost the trust of the families 
harmed? 
 
The Chief Executive said at the same meeting that families who want to contact the independent 
reviewer should come through him (or the DCS) and that the independent reviewer will report to 
him. This does not feel safe for families who have lost trust in the current leadership. What will 
Cabinet do to ensure that reviews are truly at arm’s length from those who may be implicated in 
failure? 
 
Response 
 
Herefordshire council is committed to listening to families, and to working more restoratively so 
that we acknowledge where we have got things wrong, we apologise, and we try to put things 
right where we can.   This is a key element of our practice principles going forward. 
 
We are exploring a number of options to see how we can consider such representations from 
individuals and families by a body that is independent of the council that provides confidence and 
builds trust.  It is hoped that we will be able to confirm who and what this is within the next few 
weeks. 
 
 
Question 3 
 
From: Name and address supplied 
To: Leader of the Council 
 
On 9 December at Full Council, the Leader of the Council made a statement about my wife who 
was a key witness in the VWV investigation. The Leader said that my wife “decided not to 
participate” in the VWV investigation. This is wholly untrue. 
  
My wife had several hours of conversation with the independent reviewer and submitted 
evidence of email exchanges with officers. 
However, unlike other witnesses, such as the Leader, my wife was not given a summary of her 
conversations with the independent reviewer as a witness statement to sign. As a result, all her 
evidence, including written evidence, was excluded. 
  
The public record needs correcting at the next Full Council meeting. 
  
Will the Leader or other Cabinet Members be asking why my wife’s witness evidence was 
excluded from the VWV report, and why they were misinformed by officers? 
 
Response 
 
In my statement to Council I did not identify the person.  I also said that the person “in the end 
decided not to participate”. 
 
My understanding is your wife supplied VWV with a number of emails and attachments setting 
out her evidence. This is the format in which your wife offered to provide her evidence. A brief 



draft statement in the name of your wife referring to those emails and attachments which would 
have therefore enabled this evidence to be relied upon and quoted from was sent to your wife for 
signature.  Your wife declined to sign this statement.  In light of this the report author was unable 
to take into account your wife’s evidence in the report. 
 
Supplementary question 
 
My wife told the Leader of the Council in a telephone conversation on 12 December that she had 
spent over 2.5 hours talking to the independent investigator. In addition to this extensive oral 
evidence, she also supplied email evidence at the investigator’s request. 
 
In my question, I also mention the “several hours of conversation” she had with the independent 
reviewer. The Leader also knows, because she told him on 12 December, that despite asking 
several times, she was never given any summary of her oral evidence, and the draft witness 
statement she was asked to sign excluded it, despite the fact that her oral evidence was the 
substantial part of her evidence. 
 
I am concerned that the Leader is dismissing the facts in front of him in order to avoid having to 
challenge his senior officers on the veracity of what he is being told by them. 
 
My wife told the Leader on 12 December that she has recordings of her conversations with the 
independent investigator. She can evidence that she is telling the truth but the leader hasn’t 
asked to have those recordings. Of course the Leader wants to believe his officers, and his desire 
to believe them, has meant that he has chosen to unhear what my wife said, and to unread what 
was stated clearly in my question, that she had “several hours of conversation” with the 
independent investigator.   
 
The public are alarmed by how often the evidence they are offering is being ignored, in favour of 
simply accepting what officers are saying. 
 
We are in a crisis in Children’s Services in part because for years the public’s evidence has been 
ignored. Will the Leader start to use the evidence offered to him by the public to challenge 
officers, or step aside and let someone else lead this Cabinet? 
 
Response 
 
The leader of the council confirmed that a written response would be provided. 
 
Written response 
 
The independent investigator has confirmed that there were conversations between the 
investigator and your wife as well as your wife sending the investigator a series of emails and 
attachments setting out key matters from your wife's perspective. Your wife asked of the 
investigator whether the report would be shared with her and the investigator replied (having 
checked and confirmed the position with the Council) that as per the terms of reference it would 
not. As a result your wife withdrew from the matter. Had your wife remained engaged with the 
investigation, the signed statement she was asked to sign would have enabled the investigator 
to use that as evidence, but in addition, the investigator would have wished to have further 
conversation(s) with your wife and capture not only what had been said previously but also other 
points arising from the review of the evidence in a further statement which would have then have 
been reflected in the report.  However, in view of your wife's decision to withdraw from the 
process, this was not possible and so was not progressed. 
 
An independent investigator was appointed to look into this matter which your wife decided to 
withdraw from.  I will not take on the role for which the independent investigator was appointed.  
 



The current administration have grasped the nettle and the Council is getting on with addressing 
the many issues.  We also have extremely experienced advisers who were not part of the past, 
who the Council can rightly rely on to guide us and challenge us with these issues. 
 
 
Question 4 
 
From: Melissa Portman-Lewis, Hereford 
To: Cabinet Member, Children and Families 
 
A supplementary question to CYP Scrutiny on 13 December challenged statements made at Full 
Council on 9 December by the Chief Executive. (Video recording from c. 2:38) The statements 
in question clearly implied that the independent reviewer was already working with more than 
one family.  
  
Parents in A Common Bond do not believe this is true. A representative from Sir Bill Wiggins’ 
office who was at the CYP Scrutiny meeting confirmed she was aware of only one family who 
had been contacted by the independent reviewer by 9 December. 
  
A written response to the supplementary question was promised. None has appeared. The 
answer to this question is material to whether or not families can trust what is being said by the 
leadership to them and about them.  
  
Will Cabinet insist that clarification on this matter is given urgently? 
 
Response 
 
As confirmed by the CEx, a number of families have contacted the council with their concerns. 
These families will be contacted in due course. The exact number of families that have been 
contacted to date cannot be confirmed as this may find the council in breach of data protection 
legislation.  This is because the figures are so small that there could be a risk that someone with 
a specific interest in the topic, seeing a small number, could follow up private sources of 
information to locate the individuals and discover more details. 
 
Supplementary question 
 
At the heart of public question 3 is the question of whether senior officers always tell the truth. At 
the heart of my public question, is the same question: when the Chief Executive gave the clear 
impression on 9 December that the independent reviewer was working with a number of families, 
was that true? The A Common Bond families are confident that at 9 December the independent 
reviewer was working with only one family. 
 
The written answer given to my question suggests that an exact figure cannot be given to protect 
the identities of the families. A number on its own would not identify any families. This is a 
smokescreen. An FOI about the Chief Executive’s statement has already revealed that the 
number is in the range of “less than 5”.  It is indeed at best a false assertion to claim that knowing 
that the exact number is 1, or 2, or 3, or 4 puts anyone at further risk of identification but identifies 
if the Chief Executive is working in a timely manner or delaying families in need.  
 
Is the inconvenient truth that the exact figure is one, and that what the Chief Executive implied in 
his statements on 9 December was at best misleading? 
 
Response 
 
Delays in responses are frustrating for questioners and I can't always respond with facts, figures 
and details on the spot. Firstly as far as families being contacted is concerned I do understand 
why the council has to err on the side of caution about making things public at the early stages 



of engagements in all areas where numbers are very small. This is totally normal for a council, if 
a little frustrating for some of us. 
 
Since the full council meeting that the questioner refers to, more progress has been made on 
external and independent work and our DfE commissioner is helping us to make sure that what 
we put in place is something that families can have confidence in. I understand and share 
impatience on this but it's important that we get it right. I will make sure that families are updated 
on this as soon as possible, that's what we all want. 
 
Secondly, yes we are addressing historic shortcomings. We're collating the themes arising from 
families’ communications with the council. I raise these constantly with the director and with his 
teams. It's important to listen but we have to do more than listen. I have frequent conversations 
with families and I identify things myself but we have to bring everything together in a systematic 
way. We have to do it properly. We're setting up clear systems for addressing issues, collating 
themes and integrating what we learn. This work is very overdue. 
 
Everyone's story is different. We can't undo the past but we can improve the future. We all want 
the same thing - for families in the future not to have the distressing experiences of the past. 
 
Thirdly, as far as leadership is concerned we have very different people in place now from a few 
years ago. It's very important that our leaders and managers are engaged in reviews and ongoing 
engagement with families. There is always a balance to be found between this and an 
independent perspective and we will make sure we get that right. I make no apology about that. 
More chopping and changing would not be helpful. We all want a relationship of trust between 
the council and the families we work with. 
 
As far as feeling safe is concerned, I can assure you that all communications to the chief 
executive or to me for that matter are taken very seriously and passed on and dealt with 
compassionately. We can do better on improving our communications and this is a priority for us 
as a cabinet. 
 
I am confident that our senior leaders we now have in place have a good understanding of the 
issues and of how people are feeling. They welcome feedback and they have us as a cabinet, 
us as a council, the commissioner and Ofsted to answer to.  
 
As a council we've never had so much external and independent support and challenge and I 
welcome that. We're pleased to see that effective auditing and reviewing of work have been built 
into how we work. There has to be clarity between historic cases, ongoing cases and the formal 
complaint system. We must make sure that people feel they're working through a clear system 
and know where they are in the system and that there are clear end points. That doesn't mean 
that we don't want independent and external work on this as I mentioned at the beginning. 
 
I'm very grateful to everyone we work with for keeping up the pressure for us to be the best we 
can be. 


