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CHRYSS: Town halls across the UK are struggling to make ends 

meet.  Earlier this month, an influential cross party committee of MPs warned that some local 

authorities might cease to be viable because of cuts to their budgets.  On the ground too, that is 

a real fear.  

 

RHODES: We’ve got to save about a third of the budget.  I think 

there’s some uncertainty about whether some councils can do it.  There’s some uncertainty 

about whether we will do it, but we’ll give it the best shot we can and we’ll do the best we can. 

 

CHRYSS: And what happens if a council can’t do it? 

 

RHODES: They’ll go to the wall. 

 

CHRYSS: The Government has already told councils to make a list 

of the land and buildings they own, and consider selling what they don’t need.  Many are doing 

exactly that, often in the face of local opposition.  But when they decide to sell, who’s there to 

ensure they get value for money?  Tonight on File on 4, we reveal how one council sold land 

worth millions for just £82,000. 
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SIMS: I’ve got no idea how they come to that figure, because 

clearly that’s not good value for money.  I was absolutely shocked when I found out that they’d 

sold that land for that sort of value. 

 

CHRYSS: With small groups of councillors and officers now 

making multi-million pound choices, is there enough transparency when it comes to selling off 

the family silver? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF PROTESTS IN STOKE 

 

MAN [VIA LOUDPSKEAKER]: What do we want?  Democracy.  When do we want it?   

 

PEOPLE: Now! 

 

MAN: What do we want? 

 

PEOPLE: Democracy! 

 

MAN: When do we want it? 

 

PEOPLE: Now! 

 

CHRYSS: Protesters in Stoke on Trent are on the march.   They’re 

angry about the city council’s plans to build a new state of the art headquarters.  

 

MAN: We are here as residents who are fed up of having our 

council tax money wasted .... 

 

CHRYSS: But it’s not just the new development which protesters 

are complaining about.  They’re angry that to fund the project and help save money, the 

council will sell off its existing offices in Stoke and several other landmark buildings.     
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ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

SNELL: Right, turn left here into Glebe Street.  We’ve got the 

beautiful Stoke Minster on the other side of the road here.  Sorry, yes, turn left ... 

 

CHRYSS: Richard Snell is heading the protest.   What’s made him 

particularly irate is the loss of the existing Civic Centre.     

 

SNELL: It’s not just a modern building, it’s a beautiful example 

of modern architecture. 

 

CHRYSS: When was it built? 

 

SNELL: It’s about twenty years old now.  It’s custom built, it’s 

very popular and the great thing about it also, it’s attached directly to the old Town Hall and 

the Kingsway Hall complex.  It’s like one huge building in one.  It’s a wonderful little set of 

buildings covering the history of the city in the best sense.  This is the civic heart of Stoke on 

Trent. 

  

CHRYSS: Also part of the plans are other historic buildings around 

the Civic Centre.  

 

ACTUALITY OF CAR DOORS CLOSING 

 

CHRYSS: Right, so we’re now standing in the middle of what’s 

going to be the development site in Stoke.  What are they going to be selling here? 

 

SNELL: The King’s Hall and the old Town Hall, which are one 

Victorian building.  To one side of that, the whole of the Spode site, which is a very large 

empty site where the pottery, Spode, used to be, and attached to that a row of shops and office 

development called Gordon House.  It should be left as it is.  This is the Government centre for 

Stoke on Trent.  That’s how everybody sees it and why it should be any different to that, 

nobody knows except the people on the council who want it moved. 
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CHRYSS: But at the council they see things differently.  Massive 

spending cuts have put more than two hundred jobs and a range of services under threat.  

Deputy Leader, Paul Shotton, says that offloading the property will help to rejuvenate the area 

and mean savings in the long run.   

 

SHOTTON: Given the backdrop of savings that we need to make 

with respect to the Government’s comprehensive spending review, we’ve looked at having to 

make savings of £100 million over the four year period that is covered by the comprehensive 

spending review, so needless to say, we’ve got to drive that efficiency saving. 

 

CHRYSS: You say cost savings, but to a lot of people looking in, 

this seems like a huge expenditure at very difficult times. 

 

SHOTTON: Well, it’s a rationalisation so we benefit from the savings 

from the eight buildings.  The new building will be far more efficient to operate, but probably 

more importantly, we keep all our staff in one location as opposed to eight offices, so that’s 

really really inefficient for us.  But then from the point of view of the city as a whole, we think 

it’s really important to help Stoke to regenerate, Stoke on Trent as a city to regenerate.  

Focusing two thousand staff in one location in the city centre, in a central business district, we 

think will help drive regeneration in the city. 

 

CHRYSS: Not everyone on the city council supports the plans.  

Independent group member, Paul Breeze, believes that however pressing the need for growth, 

this is the wrong approach.   

       

BREEZE: Nobody in their right mind can rule out trying to get rid 

of certain assets, but you might be doing away with various assets that you might regret at 

some future date.  You really need to think very very carefully about each and every one of 

those things. 

 

CHRYSS: But times are very hard and very hard decisions have to 

be taken and surely making the area more prosperous for the people who live here has got to be 

the right way forward? 
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BREEZE: It depends on each circumstance.  I don’t think you can 

say that it’s definitively the case that, oh, this must be sold off and that will bring prosperity.  It 

could be the case that just hold fire on certain things and use a bit more imagination and 

innovation.  Stoke on Trent is a unique city and trying to make it something that it isn’t, such as 

a Manchester or a Birmingham, it’s just not going to happen.  And in the very process of trying 

to have those aspirations to become another Manchester or Birmingham, you’re destroying the 

very heritage of Stoke on Trent and its six towns. 

                                                                               

CHRYSS: The council is hoping to raise up to £20 million through 

the sales, but Councillor Shotton recognises they’re being optimistic.  

 

SHOTTON: The eight buildings are probably somewhere in the 

region of £5 million to £10ish million, that sort of vicinity. 

 

CHRYSS: Have you had the buildings valued? 

 

SHOTTON: We have, but that will have moved and obviously the 

property market is in quite a dire position at the moment and I’m sure that it’s deflated from the 

time that we had them valued, yes. 

 

CHRYSS: But you’ve talked of capital receipts between £8.9 

million and just over £20 million. 

 

SHOTTON: Yeah, bear in mind that, you know, we’ve got a 

substantial portfolio of property across the city that we’re disposing of as well as the buildings 

in Stoke.  We’ll wait and see what offers we get and obviously we’ll take the best offer to the 

city council as a whole.                                                              

 

CHRYSS: Have you put a minimum value on them? 

 

SHOTTON: No, I think it would foolish to do that, but we’re 

certainly not having a fire sale with respect to the buildings. 
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CHRYSS: But the market in Stoke on Trent is in steep decline.  The 

city is ranked the sixteenth most deprived area in England, and commercial property prices are 

historically low.   Knud Moller is an independent property consultant who has lived and 

worked in the city for forty years. 

  

MOLLER: I think it would probably be the wrong time to try to sell.  

The commercial property market is difficult and it’s not moving much.  There’s still a lot of 

empty properties and it’s fallen across the board.  Industry and warehousing, offices, pubs, 

clubs and restaurants and that kind of thing. 

 

CHRYSS: And how much has it fallen by? 

 

MOLLER: For 2012, I got about £500 per square metre and that has 

fallen this year to about £350, which is a fall of about a third.  It is a worsening picture if your 

objective is to buy and sell properties and make a profit off it. 

 

CHRYSS: How likely is the council to be able to sell these 

buildings in the near future? 

 

MOLLER: I think it’ll be difficult because it’s big buildings, they 

require big organisations with a lot of resources behind them to take them on, and there’s just 

not such organisations situated in Stoke on Trent or based in Stoke on Trent.  Personally I can’t 

see anybody from outside being interested. 

 

CHRYSS: The District Auditor has expressed similar concerns.  

Writing to the Chief Executive in March, he made clear that while there were risks, he 

generally supported the council’s rationale.  But he too warned that the buildings might, in fact, 

not sell at all in the short term, leading to expensive bills to keep them empty.    

 

READER IN STUDIO: The council’s plans involve the disposal of the Town 

Hall and Civic Centre, but if this is not achieved quickly there will be additional costs of 

maintaining and securing the complex. At present there is a significant risk that these premises 

will be vacant for a considerable period.  
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CHRYSS: If you can’t sell these eight buildings, keeping them 

empty is going to cost the council a lot of money and also do absolutely nothing for the 

regeneration of Stoke. 

 

SHOTTON: I’m very confident that we’ll be able to sell the majority 

of the sites.  It could well be that maybe one or two buildings would need to be mothballed, but 

again, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, and we certainly won’t dispose of buildings 

for less than their market value and we’ll take each building on a case by case basis, but with 

respect to the old site, the civic site and the Spode site, I’m pretty optimistic that we’ll have a 

buyer lined up by the time we move into the central business district new build.                                                                                                                                       

 

CHRYSS: However buoyant you’re sounding, you need to sell 

them to get the money in to build the new development at Hanley. 

 

SHOTTON: Of course, and that would be ideal - if we can get a buyer 

beforehand, we will, yes. 

 

CHRYSS: I’m sure you would agree that this is a high risk strategy 

at the best of times, but in the current financial climate, it’s really taking a big risk, isn’t it? 

 

SHOTTON: I don’t think so; I think that the city council and the 

administration are being bold. As I said earlier, we can either lay back and try and weather out 

the financial storm that we’re experiencing, or we can be bold and try and regenerate the town 

and fight our way out of the position that not just Stoke, but other authorities are in.   

 

CHRYSS: And that’s the challenge for many councils.  Overall the 

grant they receive from Whitehall is being cut by £7.6 billion - more than a quarter - between 

2011 and 2015.  They need to both maintain services and fund regeneration projects.    

James Grierson, who chairs the public sector executive at the Royal Institution of Chartered 

Surveyors, says you have to view property sales within this context.  

 

GRIERSON: People get sometimes excited about buildings that 

probably don’t merit them and there are always going to be people objecting to the idea of 

selling things, and people use phrases like ‘selling the family silver’ in quite an emotive way.  
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GRIERSON cont: Nevertheless councils have got to make judgements 

about what’s actually doing a useful job for the communities they serve.                  

 

CHRYSS: How would you advise councils to go about looking hard 

at their buildings and deciding which ones they need and which ones they can offload? 

 

GRIERSON: What they really have to do is to consider things like the 

sufficiency, the suitability of the buildings, the extent to which they can be sold.  They need to 

consider also the extent to which, when you sell a building it’s capable of generating a) value 

and b) some alternative economic activity.  So what a lot of local authorities are quite 

concerned about at the moment is because the market, particularly in some of the more 

depressed regional centres, doesn’t create the level of viability, the values are not sufficiently 

high to make redevelopment possible.  But very often underused assets, you know, they don’t 

do a particularly useful job in terms of the communities they serve, and the moment they get 

sold, they get sold to people who have to do something with them, who’ve got interest charges 

to pay, provided it’s viable to develop them.  The more problematic issue is that in a lot of 

towns it’s quite difficult to make schemes stack up at the moment and also local authorities are 

quite concerned about not wanting to flood the market.  There’s only a limited capacity that the 

market can tend to take on in any particular place at any one time, so you’ve got to pace 

yourself a bit. 

 

CHRYSS: So how are councils responding to that challenge?   The 

Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy is the body which represents people 

working in public sector finance.  Its head of asset management, David Bentley, says not all 

councils are getting it right.         

 

BENTLEY: Some are just literally looking at their assets and seeing 

what they can sell in almost a panic reaction.  Others – and this is the approach we’d advocate - 

have had a plan for what they want to do with their buildings over a number of years and have 

got a plan going into the future.  What you’d avoid there is the sort of fire sale mentality that 

we are hearing about that’s happening in certain locations at the moment.  We’re hearing about, 

I won’t say panic selling, but we’re hearing about significant pressure on property sections 

within councils to get rid of buildings, and obviously that’s not that easy, because buildings in 

communities are very emotive, and if an authority tries to dispose of a building, we’ve seen 

with libraries, for example, it can cause a lot of local unrest. 
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ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

CHRYSS: It’s only a fifty mile car ride from Stoke on Trent to 

Leicestershire and it usually takes less than two hours.  Turning off the motorway towards the 

end of the journey, you can see that this is a much more prosperous area of the country.  It’s 

absolutely middle England, famous for pork pies, stilton cheese and fox hunting. 

 

RHODES: That picture, by the way, taken on the last day of hunting 

in February 2005. 

 

CHRYSS: Is it that long ago? 

 

RHODES: Absolutely.  And the combined hunts, Cottesmore, 

Quorn and Beaver all came together on that day, it was a Saturday, and you can see all of them 

coming down.  And a man called Lionel Heap ... 

 

CHRYSS: Councillor Byron Rhodes is deputy leader of 

Leicestershire County Council and holds cabinet responsibility for resources.  Even in this 

relatively affluent area, those resources are stretched to the limit.     

 

RHODES: We have to save in the next four years another £79 

million a year out of our revenue budgets, and the revenue budget’s net amount is round about 

£325 million a year. 

 

CHRYSS: £79 million out of ..... 

 

RHODES: £79 million has to come out of that, so effectively we’ve 

got to save about a third of the budget. 

 

CHRYSS: Is that leading to county councils like Leicestershire 

selling off their assets? 
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RHODES: Partly, but that’s only part of it.  The biggest part is 

reductions in services, which we’re trying to avoid.  I think there’s some uncertainty about 

whether some councils can do it.  There’s still some uncertainty about whether we will do it.  

We’ll give it the best shot we can and we’ll do the best we can. 

 

CHRYSS: And what happens if a council can’t do it? 

 

RHODES: They’ll go to the wall. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH CHILDREN AT ABERGLASLYN 

 

MAN: Go!  [Sounds of children shouting] 

 

CHRYSS: As belts tighten, and councils have to dig deeper, their 

decisions on what to sell can become even more contentious.    

 

WOMAN: Down here, under there and then walk up. 

 

MAN: That’s it.  I would hold on there, yeah?  Because if you 

fall, you really will hurt yourself, won’t you? 

  

CHRYSS: Aberglaslyn Hall on the edge of Snowdonia has been 

used as an outdoor learning centre since the sixties.  Set in 65 acres, over the years it’s 

introduced thousands of children to life in the wilds of North Wales.  Among them is Mark 

Lambell. 

 

LAMBELL: Well, I’ve got my photo album from Aberglaslyn Hall 

when I went with the school in 1991. 

 

CHRYSS: I must say it’s beautifully done.  Are you on this picture? 

 

LAMBELL: I am, yeah, I’m just there on the top left. 

 

CHRYSS: Oh there you are, in the hat. 
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LAMBELL: Yeah.  That was a group of my friends from school and 

our teacher.  I did all sorts of activities.  We did gorge walking, we did climbing, coastal 

scrambling, we stayed in a log cabin at night, and I’ve got some fantastic memories from that 

time.  Some things I did for the first time ever, like drinking water straight out of a stream, that 

you just don’t get the opportunity to do in Leicestershire. 

 

CHRYSS: Leicestershire County Council, which owns Aberglaslyn 

Hall, says it can no longer afford the £80,000 annual subsidy to keep it open.  So next month, 

once the last visitors have left, it will be closed and put on the market.  Councillor Byron 

Rhodes, with cabinet responsibility for resources, says they have no option.  

 

RHODES: Well, we’re short of money.  And now that Aberglaslyn 

Hall has always cost us quite a lot more than we’ve received in revenues from the children and 

the schools who have have used it, and we’ve reached a point where we can’t support it any 

longer.   The same sort of outdoor facilities, same sort of residential facilities will be available 

in Leicestershire for the children to use and it’ll cost us a lot less and we’ll be able to do it a lot 

better.  So we think we can lay on certainly 90% of what we did in Aberglaslyn in North 

Wales, which is quite a long way away from Leicestershire, we can lay it on Leicestershire.                                                      

 

CHRYSS: What you haven’t got in Leicestershire though are the 

sea and mountains. 

 

RHODES: We haven’t got sea and mountains, we can’t do anything 

about that, but it’s needs must.  It is, of course, open to schools, if they don’t like the idea of 

doing that to use other facilities in North Wales, because some county councils have still got 

similar facilities there and there are some private sector facilities as well, which they can use, 

and of course they’ve got the choice if they want to take it. 

 

CHRYSS: The decision to close caused angry protest in 

Leicestershire.  But rather than admit defeat, the group, Friends of Aberglaslyn Hall, submitted 

a proposal to keep it running through a community trust.  Led by retired history teacher,  

Roy Loveday, the campaigners set about forming a business plan.  They thought this would 

meet with approval, because it was just what the Government was advocating with the Big 

Society.   They were given six months to convince the council that it was viable.  
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LOVEDAY: We thought we had a plan there that really would work, 

that was financially robust and would present absolutely no cost to the ratepayer.  We were not 

expecting the council to in any way underwrite this.  They would continue to possess the hall, 

so should anything go wrong we would obviously not be in possession of the hall, it would 

revert to the council, who could sell it anyway, so we covered the employees’ rights, we 

covered the potential expansion of marketing, we covered the general funding of services, 

which we felt we could do considerably more cheaply than the council.  So we thought we had 

a perfectly robust plan. 

 

CHRYSS: But the group’s final business plan did not impress the 

local authority.       

 

RHODES: They produced a business plan and in fact we gave them 

some help to tell them what it needed to go into it.  And when we saw it, it involved us still 

owning Aberglaslyn Hall, but leasing it to them and still carrying forward some liabilities.  And 

we felt that any case the plan they put forward had not got all the costings in it that they needed 

to have in and it wouldn’t work.                                                

 

CHRYSS: I think they feel that this doesn’t really fit in with the Big 

Society and the idea of localism that the Government is so keen on. 

 

RHODES: Yeah, but you’ve got to have the money.  Margaret 

Thatcher once talked about the Good Samaritan.  Remember, the Good Samaritan also had 

money, he could do something.  We haven’t got the money anymore. 

                                                                                                                               

CHRYSS: The council’s hard-headed approach hasn’t stopped at 

Aberglaslyn Hall.  It’s also been cutting back on some of its core functions.  Last autumn, 

Leicestershire concluded the sale of nine of its ten elderly care homes.  The homes had been 

put out to tender, with the winner being the only bidder prepared to buy all nine.  The purchase 

price was just over £3 million.  But not everyone was happy with what transpired.   

 

ACTUALITY OF SARAH HILL AT COMPUTER 
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HILL: Well, I’m seeing the council are likely to have seen 

when the sale went through, because they would have given us a little more financial 

information about the company and they should have been available then and weren’t ..... 

  

CHRYSS: Councillor Sarah Hill is the Liberal Democrat 

spokesperson for adult social care.  Before the deal was signed, she was startled to hear that the 

purchaser had asked the council to be allowed to defer most of the payment. 

    

HILL: Up until that point, we were under the understanding 

cash was going to be paid and it would carry on in that way and then suddenly we were told, oh 

no, the bank loans aren’t available, it can’t be done in this way, we’re going for this deferred 

payment option.  It was a complete surprise. 

 

CHRYSS: What happens if the money isn’t paid then? 

 

HILL: Well, that's a very interesting question, because 

technically they are in default of the contract.  If by September the money isn’t paid, there is an 

option to extend the deferment period for another six months at a higher interest rate, If we get 

to that point, technically the council can sort of foreclose on its debt and take the homes back in 

house and it all becomes very messy and awkward because they have got to manage them and 

deal with them and I don’t really think we want to go there in all honesty. 

 

CHRYSS: The purchaser was Leicestershire County Care Limited, 

set up in March 2011 by Dr Davie Vive Kananda, an established care home provider in Essex.  

According to the council, he had asked for the payment delay because of general difficulties in 

obtaining bank finance in the current economic climate.  Rather than pull out of the deal, 

council officers asked specialist accountants for their view. We’ve seen a confidential report 

referring to their advice, which was presented to the council cabinet last September.  The 

accountants said that as things stood at the time, the purchaser:  

 

READER IN STUDIO: Will not be able to raise the required finance.  

 

CHRYSS: Despite this, the officers recommended that the sale went 

ahead – and two weeks later it did. The balance of just under £3 million is now due in 

September or, if that deadline can’t be met, at the end of March.  Dr Vive Kananda told this 
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CHRYSS cont: programme that he expects to meet the payments in 

September.  He also gave assurance that all the homes are on a sound financial footing.  Under 

the terms of the deal, the council could take the homes back if the money isn’t paid. But 

Councillor Sarah Hill is still worried.  

 

HILL: My view hasn’t changed from back in September, where 

we had concerns about the strength of the company that was taking them on.  I’m probably 

more worried.  We’ve seen confidential accountant’s reports before that left us very concerned 

and hence our position on this that we should have stopped and given other people a chance to 

have a look at it.  The decision was very firmly kicked into the councillors’ laps of ‘you take 

this decision and you run the risks around associated with it.’  I come back to the point that we 

made at the time – if it were your own personal assets, if it was property you owned, would you 

have done the same thing? 

 

CHRYSS: Councillor Byron Rhodes was not in the Cabinet at the 

time and was therefore not party to the decision.  But now, as the Cabinet member with 

responsibility for property, it’s up to him to see the deal through. 

  

RHODES: The company that won it, won it on the open market. 

The price is about £3 million and they were the best offer.  And they came eventually back to 

us and wanted time to pay, so we’ll give them a bit of time to pay, but we shall expect to get 

the money in September this year.  They paid a deposit of £100,000.  Since then, we’ve had a 

further £225,000 additional payment and the rest is due.  That’s a very good rate of interest, by 

the way, we’ve effectively lent them the money.                                                                                                        

 

CHRYSS: How confident are you that you’re going to get that 

money? 

 

RHODES: The Finance Director, who has looked at the thing for 

me, tells me that it’s going to come in, so we’ll see. 

 

CHRYSS: What happens if it doesn’t? 

 

RHODES: We can extend it for another six months and if it doesn’t 

come in then, we’ll go after them. 
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CHRYSS: It’s not a satisfactory situation, is it, to have £3 million 

still owing? 

 

RHODES: It’s not satisfactory, but this was all done for us 

professionally and we received the reports from officers and we were confident that that was a 

reasonable line of action to take. 

 

CHRYSS: It might only be £3 million, but given the state of your 

current finances .... 

 

RHODES: I can understand the concern about it.  There’s clearly 

some uncertainty about it and I believe it was a controversial decision at the time.  But the fact 

of the matter is that we are where we are. 

 

CHRYSS: The county council told us that if the sale had not gone 

ahead, it would have had to consider closing the homes.  Leicestershire is a large authority with 

highly experienced officers.  But how do smaller councils cope when faced with such tricky 

decisions?  James Grierson of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors says expertise is 

sometimes lacking.  

 

GRIERSON: Local authorities are very different in scale, some of 

them have a depth of resource, technical and professional resource in-house, some of them are 

very thin. I think it’s probably fair to say that most local authorities have run their reserves of 

senior commercial capacity, if I can put it that way, they’ve run those reserves pretty thin over 

the last few years.  And whether or not they’ve got access to the right skills in-house in terms 

of making decisions, carrying the politicians with them, that kind of thing, I think we’re seeing 

quite a lot of authorities struggle with that.  

 

CHRYSS: So when you’re called in by a local authority, have you 

found some horror stories as to what’s gone on and what they’re doing or not doing that they 

should be doing? 

 

GRIERSON: Well inevitably, if you’ve been doing it as long as I 

have, you’ve seen some odd things over the years.  I think if there is a pattern that I would be 

critical of, I would start with information.  I think it’s impossible to assert that you’re managing 
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GRIERSON cont: your asset base properly if you don’t know what that 

asset base consists of, you don’t know what its running costs are, you don’t know what the 

values are.                                      

 

CHRYSS: Are you saying councils don’t know what they own?

  

GRIERSON: Many local authorities have very bad data about their 

ownerships, yeah. 

 

CHRYSS: So they just haven’t got a comprehensive list of what 

buildings they own, what land they own and what they don’t own? 

 

GRIERSON: Incomplete records, I think records that in many ways 

were better 25 years ago, when they were manual and there were staffing associated with 

keeping those sort of paper records. I think many local authorities have made short term and, in 

my view, ill-considered savings based on property management information systems and the 

work required to maintain data, and it quickly goes out of use, it quickly becomes inaccurate, 

and once it does, people stop trusting it, they stop building sensible economic arguments using 

the right kind of data, and that becomes quite a problem. 

 

CHRYSS: It’s not just within local authorities where information is 

hard to come by. There are no definitive figures which show how much land and property has 

been sold off.  The Government does keep figures for the total value of asset sales by councils 

and these show a massive decline in the period after the financial crash.  Before that, councils 

had raised £4 billion, but that fell to less than £1.5 billion in 2008 to 2009. Since then there’s 

been a slight rise, but that doesn’t tell you anything about the volume of sales.  The body 

representing councils in England and Wales is the Local Government Association.  Its 

spokesman on this issue is Councillor Peter Fleming.  He accepts that we should have a clearer 

picture. 

We’re hearing, as we go round the country, that there is pressure to sell, particularly in some 

areas.  Is there any figure put on how much councils are selling and whether they’re actually 

having to sell more now than they were? 

 

FLEMING: No I don’t, because it is entirely up to sort of local 

circumstances, so it is harder to get a sort of handle on where councils are.  
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CHRYSS: But you should have a handle on where councils are.  

You’re the Local Government Association. 

 

FLEMING: Absolutely, but whilst we represent councils, you know, 

we don’t run councils.  Councils are sovereign bodies who make their own decisions, you 

know, we don’t make decisions on behalf of local authorities.  And clearly, as you’re finding as 

you speak to councils around the country, it’s a very dynamic process, so it would be very hard 

to have a complete handle on the sort of size of assets that are being sold.  Yes, there may be 

more selling going on at the moment, but it’s nothing new.   

 

CHRYSS: The RICS says that things were better some years ago 

when you had somebody sitting in an office surrounded by paper, outlining where all the assets 

were. 

 

FLEMING: Well, I mean, I think there’s always been an issue about 

really everybody totally understanding the whole of the publicly owned assets in this country, 

and of course they move all the time, you know, this isn’t a static issue, so I would probably 

disagree that a person sat in an office with pieces of paper is going to have the most up to date 

information in front of them.  The more important thing is actually getting that asset register 

together across the whole of the public sector and actually understanding where we can have 

some flexibility around the use of those assets.  This is absolutely why the Local Government 

Association is working with the Cabinet Office on some pilots to really understand the totality 

of the public estate, and actually where we can better work together. 

 

CHRYSS: Until then it will be down to individual councils to judge 

value for money.   Sometimes they get it badly wrong. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CORBY 

 

CHRYSS: Here, just outside central Corby, alongside a busy dual 

carriageway, is the site of the former steelworks for which the town was so famous.  Long gone 

are the slag heaps, replaced behind me by a brand new – and it has to be said, massive – Tesco 

Extra store.  It opened in March.  A long, low, eco-designed building of timber and glass 

fronted by parking for hundreds of cars.  The site is now subject of an independent inquiry, but 

it’s not the superstore itself which is under scrutiny – rather the land on which it sits. 
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SIMS: Well we have a lot of brown field sites in Corby we want 

to develop.  We do have an ambitious growth for this area, which I actually support.  I think 

it’s the right thing to do from a commercial point of view and for sustainability of the 

community.  It’s really important we do that. 

 

CHRYSS: David Sims, leader of Corby Borough Council’s 

opposition Conservative Group, was all in favour of commercial development in the area.   

That is, until worrying information began to emerge.      

 

SIMS: About four years ago, three years ago we heard it came 

to a committee about other parts of the land wanting to be sold to a possible developer.  Then, 

after asking in-depth questions, we then found out this land had been sold without going to 

committee, so we were unaware that this land had been sold. 

 

CHRYSS: How did you finally find out about it? 

 

SIMS: Well, digging deep and asking questions and meetings 

with the Chief Exec and various officers in the council, it became very clear that the land had 

been sold. 

 

CHRYSS: How much was that piece of land sold for? 

 

SIMS: £82,000. 

 

CHRYSS: Who made the decision to sell it? 

 

SIMS: It was done by the leadership of the Labour party in 

Corby and the managers of the council. 

                                                                                                                     

CHRYSS: According to leaked emails seen by File on 4, the sale, to 

a developer, was authorised by the former Chief Executive, Chris Mallinder.  He has since 

taken early retirement and told File on 4 he couldn’t be interviewed because of an agreement 

he had signed with the council.  The leaked emails were sent in April last year by the council’s 

head of property, Steven Redfern.  One of them listed this site amongst three sales which 
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CHRYSS cont: Mr Redfern viewed as undervalued or potentially 

undervalued.  In a further email, Mr Redfern confirmed the sale price of the land in question at 

just over £82,000, but then stated:  

 

READER IN STUDIO: I had the land valued by Savills in 2011 and they valued 

it at £8 million with the benefit of the retail consent granted to Tesco.  

 

CHRYSS: So in other words, with planning permission the site 

turned out to be worth a hundred times what the council had sold it for.   And even without 

planning permission, the emails said it would be worth £4 million.  Councillor David Sims 

couldn’t believe what had happened.    

 

SIMS: Well I was shocked, to be quite frank with you; really 

shocked at what they’d done, I couldn’t believe it.  In my view it’s financial mismanagement, 

it’s incompetence.  You can’t do that, you can’t dispose of public assets at that sort of value 

when they’re clearly worth a lot more.                                                                                                                                                    

 

CHRYSS: So what was the reasoning for this?  What did they tell 

you? 

 

SIMS: They didn’t give us a reason, it was very difficult to get a 

reason out of them, they just wouldn’t give us a reason. 

 

CHRYSS: Should you, do you think, have been party to the 

discussions about whether it was even sold in the first place? 

 

SIMS: Absolutely.  It broke council policy, it really did.  In 

2008, we set up a policy that any land disposed of that under £300,000 could be done by 

delegated authority, under £300,000, okay. 

 

CHRYSS: So this was under £300,000. 

 

SIMS: It was under £300,000, but also we clearly stated if we 

disposed of an asset that was being sold £2 million below its actual value, it must go to the 

council committee for a decision.                     
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CHRYSS: The land was sold to a Northamptonshire company 

called Greatline Developments.  We wanted to ask them about the deal, but they declined to 

speak to us.  There is no indication that Tesco was in any way connected with or aware of the 

terms of the sale. It is now the subject of a highly critical report by the District Auditor.  The 

council’s new Labour leader, Tom Beattie, was not a senior councillor at the time and had no 

involvement in the sale. He says he too was kept in the dark. 

 

BEATTIE: I’m not happy with the way that was handled. Clearly 

there were failings, I’ve admitted that there were failings in the past and I’m determined that 

they not be repeated. 

 

CHRYSS: How much did you know about it as things were going 

along? 

 

BEATTIE: Me personally, I didn’t know very much about it at all.  I 

wasn’t involved in the day to day negotiations that took place between the developers, the 

council officers, the then Chief Executive and the senior members involved. 

 

CHRYSS: Did you even know that the land was going to be sold? 

 

BEATTIE: Well, as councillors we knew that there were talks with 

developers, there's been a lot of development in Corby over last ten years ... 

 

CHRYSS: Yes, in general terms, in talks with developers, but did 

you know that this land was going to be sold to Greatline? 

 

BEATTIE: I had no idea about that, no. 

 

CHRYSS: Until it had happened? 

 

BEATTIE: Until it was done, yeah. 
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CHRYSS: So in Corby a small group of individuals was able to sell 

off what turned out to be a highly valuable piece of land without referring the decision to the 

wider council.  The details only emerged because of the leaked emails.  Councillors Sims and 

Beattie believe the affair raises broader questions about the need for more checks and balances.                                                                                                     

 

SIMS: I think we have to demonstrate more transparency and 

more openness with the local people so they can see exactly what we’re doing and that doesn’t 

seem to happen.  Certainly it doesn’t seem to happen in Corby.  It may be starting to change 

and hopefully it will.  But we need to make sure that people are aware of what we’re doing, 

minutes of meetings are published but need to be published in more depth.  When we have 

valuations of land or property, then that seems to be done and minuted and well publicised 

again with the public, so they can see exactly what we are doing. 

 

BEATTIE: I think there’s always a need for intensive oversight. I do 

believe that Corby Borough Council is not unique in that respect.  Members need support. If 

you want volunteers to oversee major regeneration projects costing millions of pounds, that 

sort of thing is more likely to happen than not. So I would say there is a call here, yes, 

absolutely we need councillors who are better equipped at the oversight role, who understand 

the implications of financial management and regeneration projects such as this one. 

  

CHRYSS: However, Councillor Peter Fleming of the Local 

Government Association disagrees that there is a widespread lack of transparency. 

    

FLEMING: The reality is that that local government is the most open 

part of the public sector, we can’t just make decisions without the public knowing about it or 

consulting with the public about how that asset maybe used into the future. I think it’s always 

easy to sort of pick up some sort of background noise around this, but the reality of the 

situation is councils are very very open around the assets, you know, we’re not going to sell off 

the family silver without people knowing about it.                                   

 

CHRYSS: We have at least one example of where that exactly has 

happened, where land has been sold for what appears to be drastically under market value with 

absolutely nobody knowing, least of all the public, not even other councillors. 
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FLEMING:                                           Without the details I can’t speak about that individual 

case.  But clearly, you know, the vast majority of councils are working with their communities 

around how to best use the assets that they own on behalf of the public.                                                                                                                                

 

CHRYSS: But what I’m saying is that the message we’ve been 

getting when we’ve been going around the country is that there is a lack of transparency. 

 

FLEMING: Without examples it’s very hard to talk about those.  But 

I would say to you, the vast majority of councils work with their public to explain to them what 

they’re using the assets for, why the asset is up for sale or finding a different use for the asset, 

which has a community use as well. 

 

CHRYSS: Already facing the loss of more than a quarter of their 

budgets by 2015, councils are now braced for the possibility of more bad news in the 

Chancellor’s comprehensive spending review next week.  A series of changes to the way local 

government is funded are also expected to have an impact. The National Audit office says the 

total loss in funding to councils will be £9 billion.  Into the foreseeable future, local 

government is going have to slim down and cut back.  Many councils will be putting more 

property on the market.  But at what price?   

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


