NCC Update. 23/11/2023
Transport
Bus service improvements update
It has been just over a year since Norfolk County Council received £49.55m of funding from the Department for Transport (DfT) to improve bus services across the county and there have been many improvements made across Norfolk. 
Latest figures show that passenger numbers have increased throughout the year with the number of fare-paying passengers now exceeding pre-covid levels, during which passenger numbers across Norfolk and the UK fell dramatically. Approximately £12 million of the DfT funding was allocated to providing new or expanded bus routes and increased service frequencies on key routes, including more evening and weekend services.
In Norfolk, overall bus passenger numbers have increased by 18% in the last year, with the number of fare-paying passengers now at 107% compared to pre-pandemic baseline figures. Norfolk is bucking the trend, as nationally, bus usage figures are at between 89% to 98% of pre-pandemic levels.
Examples of bus improvements in Norfolk include:
· 31 enhancements to services this year bringing more regular bus services to 93 parishes with a population of more than 306,000 people.
· More evening services on key routes across 21 parishes in the county including to Dereham, Watton, Thorpe St Andrew and Horsford.
· 49 parishes with improved Saturday services and 5 parishes benefitting from improved Sunday services.
In addition to the service enhancements, our year one delivery of the bus service improvement plan for Norfolk has also seen infrastructure improvements such as:
· The first Travel Norfolk Travel Hub in North Walsham, providing improved waiting areas with real-time information and integration with walking and cycling facilities.
· A county-wide review of bus stops, that has started with stops in Hunstanton and Swaffham and Hellesdon being upgraded to our new gold standard.
· 84 accessible bus stop boarding points delivered countywide.
Travel Norfolk update
The Travel Norfolk website and journey planner can help plan your journeys this Christmas. With local, accurate and real-time public transport information, the site offers a one-stop shop for people wanting travel information for Norfolk and finding a travel mode to suit them.
For those needing to head to Norwich by car, there is now also the option to show live parking information for the main multistorey car parks, helping Christmas shoppers to see where spaces are available during peak times. Simply click on the key on the site’s journey planner map and select from a range of useful information – as well as parking spaces, you can quickly and easily locate the nearest Beryl docking station, vehicle charging point, taxi rank or toilet facilities.
The journey planner continues to develop with even more capability coming soon, including park & ride journeys and multi-modal options.
To find out more about more about the journey planner and to plan your festive journeys, visit travelnorfolk.co.uk/festivetravel.

Herring Bridge to open for river traffic
Herring Bridge in Great Yarmouth is set to come into operation for river traffic from 7am on Monday 27 November 2023.
All river users must follow the new procedures for requesting passage from this time. These are available on Norfolk County Council’s website here. 
This major milestone for the project will allow final works required to the bridge deck and the full commissioning of the lifting structure to be carried out.

School transport for children with Special Educational Needs
Norfolk County Council is backing a call from the County Council’s Network (CCN) for an urgent cash injection to support home to school transport. 
A link to the CCN report and findings is available here. 
It sets out the financial pressures that councils are facing in their transport budgets, particularly in large, rural councils like Norfolk.
The report details how councils are increasingly having to use taxis and other high-cost transport to take children with special educational needs and disabilities to school, partly due to increasingly complex needs and growing demand for specialist places.
The report finds that councils have undertaken innovative and effective savings programmes in school transport but (as experienced in Norfolk) they are swimming against a tide of rising demand and inflationary costs, so any substantial efficiency savings are wiped out within months.
The report also sets out a series of recommendations to address cost pressures, including capital investment for councils to create more specialist school places, consideration of introducing a national means-testing policy, so that families above a specified income threshold are required to make a financial contribution to home to school transport, and to ensure that SEND tribunals do not rule on cases until there is full consideration of transport costs.
Government updates 

Autumn Statement 2023
The government made a number of announcements in the Autumn Statement 2023.
As highlighted by the County Councils Network, the statement did not include any significant new additional funding for local government to address the ongoing funding pressures facing local authorities. 
Some key national announcements included:-
Business rates relief support
A business rates support package worth £4.3 billion over the next five years to help high streets and small businesses.
The package comprises a rollover of 75% retail, hospitality and leisure relief for 230,000 properties and a freeze to the small business multiplier. Around 230,000 retail, hospitality and leisure properties will receive the 75% relief, up to a cap of £110,000 per business, on their business rates bills for 2024-25.
Funding for nutrient mitigation schemes
The government is providing £110 million of funding to support Local Planning Authorities to deliver high quality schemes to offset nutrient pollution through the Local Nutrient Mitigation Fund, unlocking planning permissions that are otherwise stalled. 
The investment may help ease the issue of nutrient neutrality which has held up house building, particularly in Norfolk, over the concerns of nutrient pollution on waterways
Raising the national living wage and cutting National Insurance
The government has raised the National Living Wage to £11.44 an hour and has lowered the age threshold so that individuals 21 and over will receive this wage. 
The National Minimum Wage has also been raised to £8.60 for those 18-20 years old. 
National Insurance contributions made by employees will reduce from 12% to 10% from January 2024.
Raising the cap on the local housing allowance
The cap on Local Housing Allowance will be lifted to the 30th percentile of local market rents while Universal Credit and other working age benefits will be boosted by 6.7%, aligned with September’s inflation figures.
These increases may help to support vulnerable people, ease pressure on local services and reduce demand for temporary accommodation.
Extending support for Homes for Ukraine sponsors
‘Thank you’ payments to be extended into a third year for Homes for Ukraine sponsors across the UK. They will remain at £500 per month and reflect the ongoing generosity of hosts in supporting those who have fled the war.
If I can be of any further assistance please do not hesitate to contact me.

Cllr James Bensly
East Flegg Division 
Norfolk County Council Strategy & Policy

