Standfirst
TRIPS abroad by county councillors are costing the taxpayer tens of thousands of pounds a year, the Kent Messenger Group can exclusively reveal. But are they value for money and why do they make so many? Political Editor Paul Francis reports.
ON Monday November 15 last year, seven county councillors gathered at Gatwick Airport to catch a British Airways flight to Schipol in Holland.
The group alighted at Schipol and took taxis to Utrecht, the fourth largest city in the Netherlands.
For the next two days, the party examined how the city operated its community warden scheme. With the county councillors, who came from all three parties, were five council officials and a representative of the Crown Prosecution Service. The cost to the taxpayer of the two-day visit was £3,170.
According to KCC, the trip was made “to compare the management, organisational and operational systems of the largest and oldest community warden schemes in Europe with KCC.”
It was just one of dozens made by county councillors in the last two years that have cost the taxpayer tens of thousands of pounds, according to information obtained by the Kent Messenger Group under the Freedom of Information Act.
More than half were made by members of KCC’s Conservative cabinet.
Their destinations included Belgium, France, Finland, Spain, Norway, Finland, Estonia, Holland, Hungary and Romania. 
Trips were made to conferences, meetings and seminars held in Paris, Brussels, Geneva, Lille, Bilbao and Oslo. Our councillors even ended up in Cannes, the French resort better known for its film festival. 
Some county councillors travelled much further afield, however. 
We can reveal that in the last two years, county councillors have travelled to San Francisco, Seattle, Philadelphia and Washington on official council business. 
Last month, Cllr Paul Carter (Con), KCC's cabinet member for education, spent eight days in San Francisco accompanied by three senior council officials and three headteachers.
According to KCC, the trip was organised to “see models of best practice…in small secondary schools, the innovative use of ICT, personalised learning and charter schools.” The trip cost nearly £4,000, with accommodation accounting for more than £2,700.
It was not the first trip to America made by education chiefs last year. Cllr Leyland Ridings, KCC’s cabinet member for schools organisation, was among a 20-strong group of headteachers and KCC officials that spent six days in Seattle last July.
The purpose of this visit, according to KCC, was to “expand understanding of future ICT developments and how Kent schools can…will benefit.”
Flights for the delegation cost more than £30,000. However, not all the costs came from the public purse. The trip was jointly arranged by Microsoft, one the world’s largest software companies. It paid for KCC’s accommodation and met other expenses.
In a separate six-day trip to Seattle, Cllr Kevin Lynes, KCC’s cabinet member for resources, gave a presentation to Microsoft about the “Kent Learners First” initiative.  His flight cost £1,524 but overall travel costs for the party, which included a KCC officer and a headteacher, were £4,572.
County education chiefs also made several visits to Holland last year.
In January, a two-day trip to Helmond in the Netherlands to look at “pre-vocational and vocational financial systems in the Dutch education system” cost an estimated £2,000.
The party included Cllr Paul Carter, Cllr John Simmonds, lead member for education, five headteachers and two college principals.
Nine months later, councillors made a second trip to Helmond, this time with nine headteachers. The 14-strong group took cars on Eurotunnel and stayed in bed and breakfast accommodation. Travel costs this time were £1,596.
One of KCC’s most widely-travelled councillors is Alex King, the cabinet member for regeneration. Over the period in question, he made 11 trips.
Among them were several trips across the Atlantic to Virginia to discuss KCC’s involvement in the state’s 400th anniversary and the development of a longer-term partnership to boost tourism in Kent.
The first of these, a six-day trip in December 2003, along with four council officers, cost £7,039.
A return six-day visit was made in June 2004, to attend a conference, costing £1,657. A third in October to Philadelphia, also attended by cabinet finance member Cllr Nick Chard and three officers, cost £7,754.  
The money for these trips was met from the Kent Regeneration Fund. Other costs were met by KCC’s hosts, including the Liberty Property Trust, the company behind the Kings Hill Business Park in west Kent.
In May, Cllr King and five senior officers travelled to Hungary for a four-day trip “to form International Eastern Europe Links.” The trip cost 1,100. 
In November, Cllr King spent four days in Washington and Williamsburg as a guest of the US Federal Commission, a trip that involved a meeting with the US Deputy Secretary Richard Armitage. 
The construction of the new Turner Centre in Margate meant trips to Bilbao in Spain and Oslo, the capital of Norway, for the deputy leader of Kent County Council in 2003, Cllr Sarah Hohler.
She spent three days on a fact-finding “research” visit to Bilbao, the home of the famous Guggenheim museum, accompanied by KCC’s Turner project chief Mike Evans at a cost of more than £1,000.
Her three-day trip to Oslo was for talks with the architects designing the Turner Centre in Margate, a state-of-the-art gallery.
The leader of Kent County Council, Sir Sandy Bruce-Lockhart, made relatively few trips. Among those detailed in response to our query, however, was a lunch in Paris hosted by the French Prime Minister for the Queen in June last year.
Three of KCC’s cabinet made no foreign trips: Cllr Richard King, cabinet member for environment; Cllr Peter Lake, cabinet member for social care and Cllr Keith Ferrin.
In total, county councillors made 75 trips abroad in the last two years.
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