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CANNOCK CHASE COUNCIL 
 

MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE 
 

HEALTH SCRUTINY COMMITTEE CALL-IN 
 

HELD ON MONDAY 3 OCTOBER, 2016 AT 4:00 P.M. 
 

IN THE CIVIC CENTRE, BEECROFT ROAD, CANNOCK 
 

PART 1 
 
PRESENT:  Councillors: 

  Freeman, Miss. M.A. (Chairman) 
   

 

 Cartwright, Mrs. S.M. 
 Cooper, Miss. J. 
 Dudson, Miss. M.J. 
 Johnson, T.B.  
 Martin, Mrs. C.E. 

Pearson, A.R. 
Smith, C.D. 
Whitehouse, Miss. S. 
Woodhead, P.E. 

 
Proposer of Call-In: Councillor P. Woodhead 
 
By Invitation:  Councillor Mrs. C. Mitchell (Culture and Sport Portfolio Leader) 
  Mr. M. Edmonds, Head of Commissioning 
  Mr. B. Kean, Head of Finance  
  
19. Apologies 

  
Apologies for absence were received from Councillors J.P. Johnson, Mrs. H.M. 
Sutton (Vice-Chairman) and Mrs. A. Allt.  

  
20. Declarations of Interests of Members in Contracts and Other Matters and 

Restrictions on Voting by Members 
 
No declarations of interests in addition to those already confirmed by Members in 
the Register of Members Interests were made. 

 
21. Party Whip Declarations  

 

There were no Party Whip Declarations received. 
  
22. Call-In Request – Capital and Revenue Costs for Development of New 

Cemetery 
 
Proposer of the call-in: Councillor P. Woodhead 
 
The Chairman invited the Proposer of the call-in to read the Motion and give reasons 
for the call-in.  
 
Recommendation of Cabinet Subject to Call-in (Minute 41 of the meeting of 25 
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August, 2016): 
 

(A) Option 2 be determined as the preferred option in respect of this project. 
 

(B) The Head of Commissioning, in consultation with the Culture and Sport 
Portfolio Leader, be authorised to procure a specialist private sector partner 
to deliver the cemetery proposal, if Option 2 is determined. 

 
(C) Delegated authority be granted to the Head of Commissioning, in consultation 

with the Culture and Sport Portfolio Leader, to take such actions as may be 
necessary to progress the agreed recommendations within the approved 
budget. 

 
The Proposer then read out his Motion: 
 
Proposal 
 
An extensive scrutiny of the business case and supporting information to challenge 
the basis of the decision and make recommendations for consideration by Cabinet.  
 
Reason for Call-in 
 
The decision of Cabinet to seek a private sector partner (specialist operator) to 
secure the additional capital investment required to deliver the proposed cemetery, 
in return for operating the site as a private burial business, with the 
prospect/opportunity of adding a crematorium is a flawed business decision which 
creates yet another outsourced service outside the direct control and benefit of the 
residents of Cannock Chase. 
 
In a climate where finances are scarce and the need for secure, sustained and 
viable income sources need to be established which do not rely upon government 
grants, which are disappearing, council tax and business rates we need to explore 
all alternative, innovative, and future income sources in great depth before 
potentially dismissing these for private company profit. 
 
Greater consideration needs to be given regarding the public funds already spent 
based on previous decisions of council as it does not appear the intent of these 
decisions and the money approved to then gift this over to the private sector. The 
decision to recommend this course of action runs contrary to the will of the Council.  
 
If we continue to export our services at the rate committed too by the Cabinet we will 
starve ourselves of future potential revenue streams and this will impact on the 
ability of the Council to deliver sustainable services for future generations. It appears 
to suggest that a deal for 70 years would be considered and this is a timeframe 
which should not be left to a single officer and Cabinet member and should be a 
decision made in public with a debate by full Council. Further the business case and 
the supporting evidence should be fully examined and scrutinised prior to the 
determination of the option chosen. 
 
The care of loved ones at the time of death and afterwards is a matter of huge 
sensitivity and this decision does not recognise the wider public interest and runs 
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counter to the Council stated objectives to improve our District.  
 
Seconder: Councillor Miss. S. Whitehouse who also spoke prior to the debate. 
 
Debate on Motion 
 
Proposer  
 
The Proposer referred to the Financial Recovery Plan and discussed the option to 
increase fees and charges for burials by 20% to £33K. He also discussed areas 
around the use of private sector partners.  
 
At this point the Legal Services Manager reminded the Proposer that confidential 
information relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person would 
need to be discussed in private.   
 
Culture and Sport Portfolio Leader 
 
The Culture and Sport Leader stated that the Council was in a very difficult financial 
position to many years ago. She indicated that the Peer Review which was held 
recently which had highlighted the need for the Council to work with other 
organisations.  
 
She referred to Option 2 agreed by Cabinet and advised Members that information 
on costs would be made available to the Health Scrutiny Committee prior to 
expressions of interests being sought. She also advised that it was likely that the 
costs for burials would remain similar to those at Stile Cop Cemetery.  
 
Head of Commissioning  
 
The Head of Commissioning reported that the option was still out of consultation, 
and explained that the income stemmed from existing burials and space. This was 
based on current arrangements with Stile Cop Cemetery. He indicated that this 
would not impact on any decision concerning the increase of fees and charges of 
£33K.  
 
Response by the Culture and Sport Portfolio Leader  
 
The Culture and Sport Leader read the following: 
 
“Thank you Chairman for inviting me to reply to the motion proposed by Councillor 

Woodhead and supported by Councillors Grocott, Dean, Whitehouse and Buttery. 

In my reply I will cover for the Committee, all of the key points raised by Cllr 

Woodhead in his “Call In” Request. I will explain the background and context in 

which the Cabinet decision was made on 25th August so that you fully understand 

the reasons for that decision. 

I also make no apologies for the length of my reply. Delivery of a cemetery for the 

southern part of the district is long overdue and I want to ensure that the Committee 
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fully understands how important this issue is to our residents.   

Many of the experienced and longer serving Members will know, this Council has 

been searching for a number of years to establish a new cemetery that would serve 

the burial requirements of the southern part of the District.  As far back as 1993 the 

Amenities Committee agreed the criteria for selecting a new cemetery site for this 

part of the District. 

Cannock Cemetery has been closed to new burials for over 10 years - since April 

2006.  

The Council, in its budget for 2010/11 made a financial commitment of £1.5million to 

fund a new cemetery and ever since, this Cabinet which was formed in 2011 has 

been committed to ensuring that the residents of Cannock Chase and in particular 

the southern part of the district have a new cemetery suitable to meet their needs 

and requirements. It is worth understanding that the financial allocation was an 

estimate as no site had been identified or secured at that time. 

This commitment to delivering a new cemetery is a Key Priority for the Council as 

reiterated in the Council’s approved Priority Delivery Plan for 2016-17.  

With the aim of achieving this objective and commitment, Cabinet made a decision 

to purchase the ex-Bleak House Colliery site for use as a new cemetery on 18th 

December 2014. This was a massive and significant step forward in delivering a new 

cemetery site given that the Council had been searching since 1993.  

Following this decision, planning approval was granted for a new cemetery on 28th 

January 2015 and the purchase of the 47 acre site completed on 22nd October 2015. 

In less than 12 months this Cabinet has ensured that due diligence tests have been 

undertaken on the preferred site to assess its suitability for use as a cemetery, 

secured planning consent and purchased the site so that a cemetery can finally be 

developed to meet the needs of our residents. 

Councillor Woodhead in his “Call In” suggests that the decision to progress the 

delivery of a cemetery by exploring opportunities with the private sector is flawed.  

Clearly there is a need for a new cemetery in this part of the district. Indeed I would 

be very surprised if any Member of this Council thought otherwise. I would be 

equally surprised if Members thought that the decision to explore all options 

available to the Council to deliver a new cemetery before making a final decision is 

flawed. Surely the more information gathered before a decision is made leads to a 

more informed decision as it would be irresponsible not to do so. 

As for the misunderstanding by Councillor Woodhead that a decision has been 

made to procure and appoint a private sector partner, this is simply incorrect.  

 

As is the suggestion that any such decision would be made by a Council Officer and 

myself without any referral back to Cabinet.  
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As is the assumption that Cabinet would not give further consideration to all other 

options available to the Council before making a final decision on the development 

of a new cemetery site. This means that all viable options will be presented to 

Cabinet for a final decision including the option to make the additional capital 

available to establish a new cemetery and the option to manage “in-house” should 

this be a sustainable and viable solution. 

 

To clarify, the decision taken by Cabinet provides the basis for exploring options; it 

does not represent final decisions on this matter. The only reason for the report 

being confidential was due to commercial information being discussed. 

It may be helpful at this stage for the Committee, Councillor Woodhead and the 

other supporters of the “Call In” to note that the approach adopted has been used on 

the Waste Collection service and previous to that on the Council’s Culture and 

Leisure Service. 

With regard to Culture and Leisure services I am sure Members of the Council at 

that time will recall that following Cabinet’s decision on 22 July 2010 “to procure a 

private sector partner for the management of leisure services be approved” no 

decision to appoint a contractor was made as a result of that recommendation. 

Following that decision the Culture and Sport Policy Development Committee was 

involved in determining the Council’s Core Key Requirements for the tender 

specification. That Committee met on 7 occasions, with Members being invited to 

attend various site inspections and Members also received presentations from the 5 

bidders before any decisions were referred back to Cabinet for consideration. The 

final decision as to whether to award a contract was made on 17th November 2011 – 

some 16 months later!!! 

The point that I make is that Cabinet’s recommendation on 25th August is very 

similar to that made by the Cabinet on 22 July 2010 when Councillor Grocott himself 

was the Portfolio Leader. The decision is to explore options to “test the market” with 

private sector partners to see if it is possible for the Council to secure capital 

investment to deliver the much needed cemetery. It is not a decision to award a 

contract to a private sector partner.  In making this decision Cabinet considered the 

key risks associated with both options in the report and concluded that risks 

associated with Option 2 such as loss of control, potential tensions as a result of a 

more commercial focus and risk of failure should a company dissolve be mitigated 

by Officers wherever possible. The intention would be to engage with members of 

the appropriate Scrutiny Committee in this process (as with the Leisure process) to 

determine any key non-negotiable requirements before any invitations to tender are 

made.  

This process therefore virtually mirrors the Culture and Leisure process with the 

commercial aspects also requiring both reports to be Part 2 Confidential Report 

items.  These are the actions of a prudent Council who explore all relevant options 
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before making final decisions on the commitment of significant public funds for such 

an important facility for the District. 

Councillor Woodhead’s reference to scarce resources is very appropriate and 

particularly relevant to the context in which Cabinet considered the options 

contained in the report on 25th August.  I say this given that this Council is facing its 

most difficult financial position for many years needing to address a deficit of £2.15 

million at its peak and an ongoing deficit of £1.6 million per annum from 2019-20. 

All Members were made aware in the Report to Cabinet on 21 July 2016 of the 

Council’ s Financial position and of the need to develop a robust Financial Recovery 

Plan (FRP) in order to deliver a balanced budget for the Council going forward.   The 

Council currently forecasts to have £1.043 million of uncommitted resources and a 

key element of the FRP is to capitalise via purchasing outright a number of vehicles 

and equipment rather than renting or leasing these items. These proposals will save 

the revenue budget £350,000 per annum. However, this will require the Council to 

release £1 million of capital resources over the next three years and £1.75 million 

over a five year period to acquire such vehicles/equipment when either the lease 

expires or they come to the end of the useful life. Over the next 3 years this will 

completely utilise all of the Council’s capital resources. 

In considering Option 1 in the report on 25th August Cabinet had to consider 

spending £300k capital from a balance of £430k in order to establish a cemetery or 

to consider Option 2 to explore opportunities with the private sector before making a 

decision to commit to any further capital expenditure.  

The recommendation of Cabinet to first explore options with a private sector 

specialist operator to secure the additional capital investment required to deliver the 

cemetery proposals and possibly a new crematorium, in return for operating the site 

as a private burial business is a prudent, sensible and measured approach. It 

enables Cabinet to make an informed decision based upon all relevant facts and 

options. 

This option may potentially deliver greater capital investment, possible income 

opportunities and greater certainty around future revenue budgets and will ultimately 

be dependent on a comparison of tenders against retention in house (including 

possible income stream projections) before any final decision is made. 

I cannot understand Councillor Woodhead’s claim that Cabinet’s decision on the 25th 

August “runs contrary to the will of the Council”.  The Council’s Priority Delivery Plan 

for 2016-17 which was approved by full Council on 6th April 2016 contains a specific 

action to “Explore delivery options for a new cemetery site”  

So how does the decision to explore options with the private sector run contrary to 

the will of the Council? 

Similarly, the action “to explore delivery options for a new cemetery site” is included 

in the Cleaner and Safer Environment Priority Delivery Plan for 2016-17 and yet at 
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the two public meetings held to date, at which both Councillor Woodhead and 

Councillor Dean attended  there is no record in the minutes of any Member 

commenting or raising concerns about this action. I find this more unbelievable given 

that the primary focus of the meeting held on 19 July 2016 was to determine the 

work programme for the year. Yet again the minutes confirm that no Member 

requested any more information on the cemetery project or requested further work 

on this action to be included in the work programme for the year.  

In making its decision Cabinet considered whether establishing a new cemetery was 

still a council priority. Clearly it is. In making its decision Cabinet understood that the 

Council does not have a statutory duty to provide a new cemetery and consequently 

it had to balance this discretionary duty, with the Council’s capacity to provide 

additional capital investment at this time and with the knowledge that there is a 

complete lack of burial space in the southern part of the district.  

Taking into account all of these factors the decision taken by Cabinet at this time to 

explore options with the private sector is, I believe a responsible one.  By making 

this decision Cabinet were aware that the timetable would change until the outcomes 

from such an exercise could be evaluated and reported back to Cabinet.  

To conclude, the local Government financial landscape has changed considerably 

since the Council resolved to provide £1.5million to identify, acquire and establish a 

new cemetery in 2010-11.  

The proposed cemetery is now estimated to cost £1.8 million and although the need 

for a new cemetery has not diminished the financial capacity of the authority has and 

the original earmarked sum is not sufficient. 

I would also like to point out that the delivery of the Council’s core responsibilities 

involves working with the private sector on a range of services from building new 

houses to emptying bins across the district. These partnerships are based on clear 

agreements/specifications produced by the Council and performance managed on a 

regular basis. 

Cabinet will provide a new cemetery but one that will provide best value for our 

residents. 

If in making our decision as a Cabinet we had ignored this position we would have 

failed in our commitment to progress the delivery of a new cemetery and in our 

responsibility to explore all options both internally and externally before making a 

final decision AND more importantly we would have failed in our duty to the 

residents of Cannock Chase”. 

“I will now bring your attention to the following quote from Bob Kean, the Head of 

Finance”: 

“The recommendation of Cabinet to explore options with a private sector specialist 

operator to secure the additional capital investment required to deliver the cemetery 
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proposals, in return for operating the site as a private burial business provides the 

best business case for the Council. 

The option may potentially deliver greater capital investment, possible income 

opportunities and greater certainty around future revenue budgets and is ultimately 

dependent of a comparison of tenders against retention in-house”. 

Response from the Proposer 
 
The Proposer reflected on how sensitive the issue of bereavement was and the 
importance of how it was dealt with.  
 
He advised that he was not a member of the Council when the leisure service 
contract was being discussed however he commented on the profit share scheme 
linked to this.  
 
He also discussed the pest control contract where notice of 3 months could be given 
by either the contractor or the Council and the problem with investment companies 
profiting.  
 
The Proposer also expressed concern that outsourcing would stop the Council 
providing basic services in the future.  
 
Proposal 
 
The Proposal was read out by the Legal Services Manager, that: 
 
“An extensive scrutiny of the business case and supporting information to challenge 
the basis of the decision and make recommendations for consideration by Cabinet”.  
 
The Chairman moved the matter to a vote. The Motion to refer the matter back to 
Cabinet for reconsideration was not supported. 
 
A further Motion proposed by Councillor A.R. Pearson that no further action be taken 
was moved, and seconded by Councillor T.B. Johnson.  
 
RESOLVED: 
 
That the Cabinet’s original decision be upheld in respect of Minute 41 (A), (B) and 
(C) of the meeting held on 25 August, 2016.  

  
 
 
 
 

     
CHAIRMAN 

 
The meeting concluded at 4:45 p.m.  
 


