West of England Combined Authority
WECA Overview & Scrutiny Committee
Wednesday, 2 December 2020, 10:30am
Meeting held virtually and broadcast on the WECA YouTube channel
Present:
Cllr Brian Allinson, South Gloucestershire Council
Cllr John Ashe, South Gloucestershire Council
Cllr Stephen Clarke, Bristol City Council (Chair)
Cllr Winston Duguid, Bath and North East
Somerset
Cllr Geoff Gollop, Bristol City Council

Cllr Gary Hopkins, Bristol City Council
Cllr Carole Johnson, Bristol City Council
Cllr Brenda Massey, Bristol City Council
Cllr Hal MacFie, Bath and North East Somerset
Council
Cllr Mhairi Threlfall, Bristol City Council

Present from North Somerset Council
Cllr Huw James
Cllr Mike Bird
Officers In Attendance:
Ian Hird, Scrutiny Manager
Shahzia Daya, Director of Legal and Democratic
Services
Apologies:
Cllr James Arrowsmith, South Gloucestershire
Council

Stephen Bashford, Director of Business and
Skills
David Carter, Director of Infrastructure
Malcolm Coe, Director of Investment and
Corporate Services
Cllr Peter Crew, North Somerset Council

Minutes
1

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS
The Chair welcomed everybody to the meeting which was being held virtually via Zoom and
broadcast via the Authority’s youtube channel.

2

APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
An apology for absence was received from Cllr James Arrowsmith. Cllr Peter Crew had also
indicated he was unable to attend as an observer from North Somerset Council.

3

DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

4

No declarations of interest were declared.
MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING

5

The minutes of the meeting held on 7 October 2020 were agreed as a correct record and
signed by the Chair.
ITEMS FROM THE PUBLIC (QUESTIONS; PETITIONS; STATEMENTS)
One question and six statements had been received from Members of the Public as follows:
1. Question from: Tony Lloyd – Rail projects

Statements:
1. David Redgewell - Regional governance; transport issues
2. Lucy Travis - Regional governance; transport issues
3. Kim Hicks - Spatial Development Strategy engagement
4. Gavin Smith / Martin Garrett - Integrated Transport Authority
5. Cllr Clive Stevens – WECA governance
6. Tony Lloyd – Rail issues

6

Members of the public attended and addressed the meeting on the topic of the statements in
relation to statement numbers 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6.
CHAIR'S BUSINESS / ANNOUNCEMENTS
Following issues raised during the public speaking item, the Chair confirmed that he had sent
a letter on behalf of the Committee to the Mayors and Leaders of the four authorities in
support of the proposal that North Somerset Council become a member of the Combined
Authority area but no formal response had been received. The Chair asked for agreement
that this letter be shared with the press. The following comments were made:
•

•
•

7

It was agreed that the letter be formally put forward to the WECA Committee as an
appendix to the Overview & Scrutiny Committee’s comments and would be raised
verbally by the Chair as part of his presentation to that Committee at the meeting on 4
December 2020;
Members of the Committee asked whether they could receive a detailed history of the
proposal with the Authority’s Monitoring Officer updating the Committee on the factual
positions and options available;
It was also suggested that the Overview & Scrutiny Committee would need time to
consider the information on the issues and options. It was suggested that an option
should be explored around the West of England Mayoral elections due in May 2020
being postponed if necessary in order to resolve the issue rather than waiting an
additional four years;

Resolved: That the letter sent on behalf of the Chair to the Mayors and Leaders be circulated
as an appendix to the Scrutiny Committee’s comments to the WECA Committee meeting on
Friday 4 December 2020 and that the letter be released to the press by the Chair.
REVIEW OF 4 DECEMBER WECA COMMITTEE AND JOINT COMMITTEE REPORTS
The Committee discussed the items being brought forward for decision by the WECA
Committee at its meeting on 4 December 2020. The following issues were raised:
•

•
•

•
•

Strategic Rail Investment – a question was raised regarding the plans for
electrification and the timescales. It was stated that accessibility and electrification
were priorities for Network Rail and a ten year plan was being developed. More
electrification was able to have taken place during Covid than had been previously
planned;
Target frequency table – it would be helpful to have the existing frequencies added;
Mass Transit – the Strategic Outline Business Case would be completed in 2021 and
would look at routes and modes and this would examine cross-overs, and could be
amended to pick up existing works, with DfT or Network Rail, although the particular
modal changes would have to go through its own process;
Ashton Gate – South West Bristol Investment Strategy, being produced in conjunction
with BCC would look at transport provision in south west Bristol and would report in
2021. This would include station provision around Ashton Gate stadium;
Network Rail and operators had a priority of 100% accessibility at railway stations.
The Authority was commissioning additional work in this area and Nailsea and

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Backwell station would be included.
Financial Reports – LEP and IBB budgets were on track for the end of the year and
were similar to the monitoring reports received in October 2020;
The Local Growth Fund had to be spent by March 2021 and the Getting Building Fund
by March 2022 (with 50% by March 2021);
On the LEP Budget more money had been attracted with additional grants received;
It was asked whether Bath Quays was overspending due to delays but no significant
variation had been reported;
IBB was concerned with inward investment rather than tourism;
Growth Hub was dealing with more than growth but the name was based on national
government branding;
Do IBB produce an annual report? Stephen Bashford stated that a presentation to the
Scrutiny members could be arranged;
Investment Fund key recommendations concerned reallocation of £36m into a
development infrastructure fund into key development sites in the region including
Hengrove Park and recommendations around Charfield station and Chew Valley Lake
recreational trail;
Emergency Active Transport Fund – a query was raised about which fund the £10m
spend was allocated from. It was agreed that Malcolm Coe and David Carter would
write to Cllr Threlfall with clarification on this but there were 2 tranches of funding
totalling around £3.7m in total;
It was requested that the Authority’s risk register reflect the risk of business rate
collections and that the risk register be brought to committee on a regular basis, with
initial view for the next informal Scrutiny Committee meeting in January 2021;
Adult Education Budget – it was reported that a regional delivery plan was now in
place to allow more focussed provision, including tailored support for those being
made unemployed due to the pandemic;
A more streamlined adult education delivery was planned with main providers subcontracting if necessary;
Cllr James addressed the meeting on the findings of the Skills Sub-Group who had
scrutinised the report prior to its publication. He stated that they had welcomed the
report and had found the session useful, and thanked officers for that opportunity. It
was asked that the data on learner training be circulated, once the analysis had been
completed;
WECA Officers had been invited to see the work being done in BCC on English as a
second language training;
They encouraged FE and HE colleges to work towards the climate emergency targets
set out in the climate emergency strategy;
A bit more information was requested on other options considered in the provider
base. It was stated that the Authority believed that the middle ground lay between
stability and flexibility for residents;
More information on provision for adults with learning difficulties was requested – it
was stated that this group had been identified for more support and more funding
would be available soon;
Residents needed to identify their learning needs and AEB was part of a suite of
support available;
Cllr James would circulate the notes of the Skills Sub Group meeting as an appendix
to the formal Committee comments to go forward to WECA Committee;
Cllr Threlfall spoke about the Transport Sub-Group meeting which heard about Future
Transport Zones which took a smart approach to local transport, with an app-based
approach (although it was acknowledged not everybody had a smart phone), and the
ethical issues of gathering data on transport usage;
Pilots on on-demand transport had taken place previously but the affordability of this
was questioned especially around variable shift patterns;

•
•

There were plans to increase the geographical area coverage for e-scooters and the
group had discussed the implications of this;
Covid reductions in travel had had an impact on public transport usage but car usage
had returned to almost pre-Covid levels and concerns that the roads would gridlock
once lock-down was over.

Resolved: That the Committee’s formal comments together with three appendices (letter to
Mayors and Leaders, and the notes of the Transport and Skills Sub-Groups) be circulated to
WECA Committee to be considered as part of the formal decision-making process.
The next meeting would be held on Wednesday, 27 January 2021, 10.30 am, Zoom virtual
meeting, to be broadcast on the WECA YouTube channel
The meeting closed at 12:31pm
COMMENTS FROM COUNCILLOR STEPHEN CLARKE,
CHAIR OF WEST OF ENGLAND COMBINED AUTHORITY OVERVIEW & SCRUTINY
COMMITTEE
COMMENTS TO BE SUBMITTED TO:
JOINT MEETING OF WEST OF ENGLAND COMBINED AUTHORITY COMMITTEE AND WEST
OF ENGLAND JOINT COMMITTEE – 4 DECEMBER 2020
Following our meeting on 2 December, I wish to raise the following matters on behalf of the
Overview and Scrutiny Committee:
1. WECA and North Somerset
Mayors and Leaders will be aware that I wrote to you on behalf of the scrutiny committee on 20
November – see letter at Appendix 1. I have now received a reply from Mayor Bowles writing in his
personal capacity as West of England Mayor, but I await a response from other members of the
WECA Committee.
We are aware of the motion passed at the Bristol City Council meeting on 25 November.
We have asked for clarity from WECA officers about the options that may still be available and the
processes and timeline that would need to be followed to enable North Somerset Council to join
WECA.
We stress that in our view, you need to discuss this issue urgently as Mayors and Leaders and try
and ensure that our region, including North Somerset, has the ability to speak with one voice when
decisions are being made by central government that impact on all our citizens. It remains our
understanding that if this issue cannot be resolved urgently, then North Somerset will not be able to
join WECA until 2025 at the earliest. This is unacceptable in our view.
2. Strategic Rail Investment (agenda item 11)
The committee was broadly supportive of the 10 year rail plan and strongly support all measures
that can be delivered as part of this plan in terms of electrification of rail and ensuring fully
accessible stations. We noted that the Strategic Outline Business Case for mass transit will be
completed in 2021, and that, depending on the outcome, this may ultimately result in some future
adjustments being required to the rail plan.
3. Investment Fund (agenda item 15)
The committee was supportive of the proposals being brought forward through this report, including
the creation of the Development Infrastructure Fund and the Housing and Regeneration Enabling
Fund.
A specific query was raised regarding how the WECA £10m allocation for Walking and Cycling is
reflected in the report - subsequent to our meeting, we have received clarification from officers that
£1.1m is allocated for ‘Business Case Development’ (p107 of the 4 December WECA Committee
agenda pack - Appendix 1 of the Investment Fund

report), entitled “Local Cycling & Walking Infrastructure”, with the remaining £8.9m included within
the Transport Infrastructure projects ‘tail’ of £47.445m (as detailed on p108), and we note that this
sum will be drawn down upon completion of relevant business cases.
4. Adult Education Budget – approach for the 2021/22 academic year (agenda item 16)
The committee was supportive of these proposals and received an update from the Scrutiny Skills
member sub-group which has looked at this issue in depth and highlighted the following points:
Members particularly welcomed:
* The commissioning of adult education providers that will work towards the region’s Industrial
Strategy, Employment and Skills Plan, and economic recovery from Covid-19.
* WECA’s joined up approach to the Adult Education Budget, encouraging the sharing of provider
delivery plans to avoid duplication within FE Colleges.
Members also encouraged:
* More working with overview and scrutiny in this area, in particular to review performance data for
the Adult Education budget.
* That FE and HE providers work closer together to work towards our Climate Emergency targets,
seeing the green industrial strategy as a possible future impetus for greater joint working to achieve
our low carbon aims.
A full report back from the group on their meeting is included at Appendix 2.
At our committee meeting, we also noted and welcomed that WECA has invested in the We Work
for Everyone project to improve employment outcomes for people with learning disabilities across
the region.
5. Report back from Scrutiny Transport sub-group
We received a report back from the Transport sub-group which has recently been updated on the
development of the Future Transport Zones programme, the current e-scooters trial and the
situation regarding the Covid impact on public transport.
In terms of the ‘Dynamic demand responsive transport’ project, it was suggested that issues around
affordability for users must be considered; lessons could also be learnt from a previous pilot in the
Henleaze area of Bristol.
Cllr. Stephen Clarke
Chair, West of England Combined Authority Overview & Scrutiny Committee

20/11/20
Dear Mayor Rees, Mayor Bowles, Cllr. Savage and Cllr. Romero
North Somerset and WECA
I write this letter as the Chair of WECA Overview and Scrutiny Committee. Please note however that
it has been agreed by the other members of that committee of all political parties and all
geographical locations (as listed below).
We note with some dismay the contents of the recent letter addressed to Mayor Rees from the
leaders of the other authorities which comprise WECA, and North Somerset. We only know the
details contained in that letter and subsequent statements from Mayor Rees so it is possible that we
are not in possession of some of the relevant facts.
In principle, it makes complete business, geographical and environmental sense that North
Somerset be part of the combined authority and indeed we understand that was the original hope
and intention. For whatever political decision made by those in power in North Somerset at that
time, this did not happen.
In questions of transport, housing and the environment our region must ideally be considered as an
entity including North Somerset if the full benefits of devolution are to be realised, and we recognise
that new investment is essential to achieve this. It is nonsense for example that half of Bristol Port is
geographically in WECA and half is not and that a major piece of transport infrastructure such as
Bristol Airport has no political links with the region it primarily serves.
We note that all constituent authorities support – in principle – the expansion of WECA to include
North Somerset. We also note that Mayor Rees has stated that the challenges to this progress is
due to a lack of financial detail from Westminster.
We understand that if this issue cannot be resolved urgently then North Somerset will not be able to
join WECA until 2025 at the earliest and this is not acceptable. Therefore, we ask that all parties
meet to discuss this urgently and try and ensure that our region has the ability to speak with one
voice when decisions are being made by central government that impact on all our citizens.
We request to be updated on the progress including process, governance and financial details so
that we can adequately scrutinise this issue.
Yours sincerely
Stephen Clarke, Green Party, Bristol City Council. Chair of WECA Overview and Scrutiny
Committee.
Winston Duguid, Lib Dem, BANES.
Hal MacFie, Lib Dem, BANES.
Geoffrey Gollop, Conservative, Bristol City Council.
Gary Hopkins, Lib Dem, Bristol City Council.
Brenda Massey, Labour, Bristol City Council.
Carole Johnson, Labour, Bristol City Council.
Mhairi Threlfall, Labour, Bristol City Council.
Huw James, Lib Dem, North Somerset Council.
Mike Bird, Independent, North Somerset Council.
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Peter Crew, Conservative, North Somerset Council.
John Ashe, Conservative, South Glos Council.
Brian Allinson, Conservative, South Glos Council.
James Arrowsmith, Lib Dem, South Glos Council.

Appendix 2 - Adult Education Budget sub-group notes
Councillors in Attendance: Brenda Massey, Peter Crew, Huw James, and James Arrowsmith
Officers in Attendance: Stephen Bashford, Naomi Logan, Henry Laws, Tim Milgate
The WECA Skill Sub-Group:
• Note and agree: with the recommendations, and thank the Adult Education Team for meeting with us
and discussing their work plan.
• We particularly welcome: o The commissioning of adult education providers that work towards the
region’s Industrial Strategy, Employment and Skills Plan, and Economic Recovery from Covid-19.
o The West of England Combined Authority’s joined up approach to the Adult Education Budget,
encouraging the sharing of provider delivery plans to avoid reduplication within FE Colleges.
Traditionally, there has been lots of reduplication and FE colleges worked together where there was
commercial benefit, rather than for the good of West of England learners. Using public funding more
openly to deliver the best value.
• We encourage: o More working with overview and scrutiny. In particular it would be good to see
more performance data for the Adult Education budget.
o FE and HE providers to work closer together to work towards our Climate Emergency Targets, seeing
the green industrial strategy as a possible future impetuous for greater joint working to achieve our low
carbon aims. There’s certainly the physical infrastructure to do this within the construction sector of
adult education – there just needs to be some money to incentivise joint operating models.
Summary of Meeting:
Henry Lawes introduced councillors to the Adult Education Budget Report.
Key Points were:
• Adult education funding is typically targeted towards over-18s who have not picked up an academic or
vocational training – often providing Level 2 or 3 training.
• Years 19/20 were focused on continuity, 20/21 will introduce measured changes, including curriculum
delivery plans that will be linked to grant funding allocations, new performance management
objectives, and a new commissioning approach linked into the Local Industrial Strategy1 and
Employment and Skills Plan2,3
1https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/818989/1907_VE

RSION_West_of_England_Interactive_SINGLE_PAGES.pdf

2 https://www.westofengland-ca.gov.uk/employment-skills-plan/

3 https://www.westofengland-ca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/190320-Employment-and-Skills-Plan-EvidenceBase-June-2019-FINAL_compressed.pdf

• As such, the 20/21 AEB will feature much more change than in the previous year and will require a
greater focus.
• WECA has 29 Adult Skills Funding providers – this includes some very small contract allocations. £600
to multi millions, FE Colleges, Charities, Local Authorities – some local some further afield. A new
Minimum Contract Value should change this so that 19 of our 29 providers will be removed (amounting
to £1.2 million in contracts).
Clarifications:
1. Could you explain the difference between workforce for the future funding and the adult education
budget and how the spending is used? Workforce for the Future Funding is targeted at SMEs and their
Workforces, focused on diagnostics and in-work upskilling, whereas the AEB is targeted at residents and
focused on their needs.
Questions:
a) How many people are benefitting from this at the moment? On an average year 15,500-16,000 it is
postcode restricted to people within the WECA region. We don’t have exact data as its just come in
however they will have a clearer picture within a few weeks.
b) What has been the funding impact this year? The government are starting to realise that AEB is an
area that requires extra funding, and covid-19 has brough extra funding for specific areas. £600,0000 for
sector based worked academies with high value to our community. This will be administered within the
way the government recommend.
c) How will our use of Online and Distance Learning change? This year’s AEB hopes to reduce
reduplication in Distance Learning and to end the use of low-quality distance learning that adds little
value for learners. Future funding will be prioritised towards locally-focused providers, OR, whatever
optimises community need – disadvantaged communities are most likely to respond to face to face
learning rather than distance.
d) Questions surrounding the DIT, and how to encourage growth within FE Colleges – particularly the
City of Bristol and, South Gloucestershire and Stroud Colleges.
e) Will the Minimum Contract value drown our smaller, more niche and tailored providers? The
majority of smaller providers did not add much value towards the region. There are exceptions for
example, there’s one provider who offered supported internships. Additional funding will be invested to
fill gaps in the strategy. – these smaller providers should end up being part.
f) Business West and the IPPR say that ESOL training for immigrants and residents who are not fluent
or proficient in English Language Skills will play an essential part in providing the West of England
Labour market with the workforce it needs following the proposed migration changes. What is the
provision of affordable or free training like currently and what’s the ambition there? We offer free
training to some groups, others will have to pay (No Recourse Rules). Lots of work on restructuring to
make provisions more efficient, for example reducing reduplication within geographic locales –

however there’s no national funding focus on this. Cllr Massey has invited West of England to meet the
key providers who have created a strategy together. We need to think about who needs provisions but
doesn’t get any.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Overview and Scrutiny West of England Scrutiny Meeting:
g) Learning Difficulties – We Work for everyone fund aims to support 2,000 people with learning
difficulties across the region – this goes live soon.
h) How do people who are low income and unemployed find out about these Adult Education
Schemes? DWP, Future Bright, and redundancy rapid response.

