Grendon Parish Council
Minutes of the Annual Parish Assembly held on Tuesday 22nd April 2008 at Grendon Village Hall.

Present
M. Liddle (Chair)     R. McLester     I. Gillett     J. Dicks     J. Goyne     R. Breslin 



E. Warrick
Also present
County Councillor George Blackwell    Borough Councillor Eileen Higgins     




Natalie Westland (ACRE)     Joanne Richardson (NRHA)





Mary Brown (ET)     3 electors
Apologies for absence

K. Maddocks       N. Roberts       Borough Councillor Alan Bailey
1. Chairman's welcome and introduction to the Meeting
The Chair opened the Parish Assembly, and thanked electors and invited representatives for coming to the meeting.

2. Minutes of the meeting held on Tuesday 3rd April 2007 for were approved and signed as a true record as 1, 2 and 3.
3. Affordable housing
Northamptonshire ACRE is the Rural Housing enabler, working across the County to deliver rural affordable housing.  They work closely with district council planning departments and the Parish Councils.
The project, starting with a questionnaire to decide whether there is a need for affordable housing, through houses being built is a long, considered process.  Tenants have to meet strict criteria; people must have connections to Grendon, either having lived in or worked in the village over the past three to five years, or have a close family connection in the village.  Houses are provided on a rent/shared ownership basis, but tenants can only own up to 80% of the property.  The house share is sold back to the Housing Association and the same criteria are applied again.
The Rural Housing Enabler begins the process by sending a Housing Needs Survey to everyone in the village.  If a parishioner is in need of affordable housing, a lengthier questionnaire is sent to them.
The next step is for the enablers and Parish Councillors to walk around the village in daylight to find a site.  Land outside the village boundary is considered for the development, but this land can only be purchased to build houses on as an ‘exception site’ solely for affordable housing.
The enablers then take the map to the Borough planners to assess whether the sites are viable, before the Parish Council is asked to decide which sites to go ahead with.  The land owners are then contacted to enquire about purchasing the land.

An architect then draws plans, incorporating Parish Council suggestions, and a village consultation is arranged for parishioners to view the plans.

The Parish Council is then has to make the final decision whether to go ahead with the development of affordable houses in the village.  Up until this point the Parish Council can stop the process at any time.

The whole process takes from two to four years, the longest being 12 years in Warwickshire.

Cllr. Liddle thanked Natalie and Joanne for giving such an interesting presentation.

4. Grendon Parish Council annual review
Attached.  The Annual Review was printed in the Grendon Village Newsletter.
5. Observations from County & Borough Councillors 
Cllr. Higgins said Planning is a big problem for many Parish Councils who feel their observations are largely ignored.  She asked the Parish Council to contact her if any planning help or advice was needed.  She would put the topic of Planning Issues on the Parishes Forum during her year as Mayor of Wellingborough.
Cllr. Blackwell thanked the Clerk for the informative minutes he receives, and explained the Parish Council can again apply for money from the Empowering Councillors scheme.

Following the introduction of the Government initiative National Concessionary travel scheme, Cllr. Blackwell advised parishioners to go to WBC offices to have a photograph taken for a pass enabling them to travel anywhere, anytime, in Wellingborough for free.

Highway maintenance is an issue, and the County Council has received a number of complaints about quality of work.  Atkins has now lost its contract with the County Council.  Street Doctor is run by the County Council, not Atkins.
Works at the sand and gravel quarries has improved over the years.  However, Grendons biggest complaint is the state of the roads near Dunkley’s, caused as lorries leave Hansons.
Commercial vehicles are not allowed at the recycling plant/tip.  If there are issues with fly-tipping, Cllr. Blackwell suggested writing to the Environmental Response Team.

The Chair thanked County and Borough Councillors for coming to the meeting and for always being a great help to the Parish.

6. Open Forum 
Grendon Bell Ringers need new members.  They haven’t rung at Tuesday practice for a month, and do not always have enough ringers to ring at Sunday service.
Meeting closed:
9.27pm
Grendon Parish Council
Annual Report year ending 31st March 2008

Elections

This year was the first of the newly “elected” council’s four-year term.  As it happened, and as has been the case for many years now, no election was necessary, as only eight parishioners stood for the nine available places.  The eight candidates included seven from the previous council, Neil Marshman and John Goyne having decided not to stand, plus Enrica Warrick.
 At the first meeting of the new council, during which Margaret Liddle and Roy McLester were respectively re-elected as chair and vice chair, it was agreed to invite John Goyne onto the council as a co-opted member, bringing it up to the full strength of nine.

Finances

One of the main duties of any Parish Council is to raise taxes in order to pay for the essential services it is responsible for.  In Grendon’s case we asked for £11,000, an amount that is paid by parishioners as part of their council tax, and which amounts to just over £50 per household.  Detailed accounts are available for view, but in approximate terms; the street lighting (electricity and maintenance) cost £2,000, as did the regular maintenance of the playing field and cemetery (mainly grass and hedge cutting, but also children’s play equipment maintenance and inspection), we also pay £900 for our public liability insurance, giving a total of nearly £5,000 for these essential parish expenses.

The Council also passes on small annual grants to support the various village organisations that do so much for the community. Until recently only Age Concern and the Twinning Association were supported in this way but in the last two years the council have encouraged other organisations to apply for such support, which is now also given to the Union Chapel, the Rainbows and Mums and Tots, with a further amount going towards the village website, meaning a total of £850 was distributed in this way.

The other major cost is the running of the council itself, which was over £4,000 last year. This includes the clerk’s salary, expenses (phone, stationery, postage etc), room hire, training for councillors and the clerk, and various miscellaneous expenses such as audit fees and the membership of some relevant organisations.

After all the above expenditure (nearly £10,000) over which the council has very little discretion, the remaining money can be used to build up the council’s financial reserves, or used with money from those reserves for specific projects. These projects may be completely new; or, as is more common, the repair or replacement of existing infrastructure. 
After several years when very little such discretionary spending took place, our Reserves reaching £14,000 by 2006, the last eighteen months have seen an unprecedented amount of activity with the Village Plan, new village notice boards, a replacement “Burma Bridge” in the children’s play area, a replacement bench on Yardley Road, and a great deal of work on the allotment area. We are also planning to erect new “village gateways” as part of our endless battle to discourage dangerous driving through our village. The result of all this spending, which we believe has significantly enhanced the village is that our financial reserves have now been reduced to a healthy, but far from excessive £8,000. 

While by our normal standards the council have spent a substantial amount of money during this period, it is our view that we have got very good value for the village through searching out best suppliers, as well as councillors and other villagers doing some of the hard work (e.g. digging out the old Burma Bridge) .In addition to this, councillors have spent a significant amount of time searching out and applying for grants which has resulted in the village benefiting from a total of £4,500 towards the allotment hedge relaying, the village gateways and the village plan, the cost of the latter completely covered by a grant.

Unfortunately with inflation, which we have been warned will be particularly high with regard to our lighting bill, and a need to increase to the parish clerk’s hours to cover a steadily increasing workload, we have had to increase our annual precept to £12,000 for the year beginning April 2008, an increase of around £4 per household.

Council Roles and Duties

Planning

The Council received 25 different planning applications this year, each one of which was discussed at full council level and examined in great detail by the planning sub-committee, who will quite often spend much time discussing the plans with the applicants, neighbours, or planning officials, as well as carrying out such research as looking at previous applications and decisions. On two occasions councillors requested and attended site visits. When appropriate councillors attend the Wellingborough Borough Council meetings where the decisions are actually made, and liaise with the Borough planning officials when they feel planning agreements have been broken. 

This planning role is almost certainly the council’s most difficult one. We have little real power in that we can only make observations, issues are often contentious with different parishioners having strong opposing views, and it can be very frustrating and time consuming dealing with the bureaucracy of council planning departments. As stated above a great deal effort is put into looking at the plans and making observations based on what we believe are the best interests of the village. 
It is important to emphasise that when parishioners do feel strongly about a planning issue they should raise their concerns with the Parish Council and write directly to the local planning authority. They should also consider writing to our two Borough Councillors.

Problem Solving

A key role of the council is to identify problems around the village and help to resolve them in some way, usually by contacting the relevant person or body responsible and asking them to do something. These problems can concern almost anything such as streetlights not working, someone’s hedge getting out of control and obstructing a pavement, or a problem with the road surface. The clerk, who sent over 200 letters to various bodies during the year, deals with most of these, but on occasions other councillors particularly the Chair will get involved in order to help generate some action. 

Problems of particular concern recently have been water leakages that have not only damaged the road surface but also presented a real danger to road users and pedestrians when frozen. Unfortunately getting such problems properly dealt with promptly is far from easy; often the Highways Department will get someone out fairly quickly but the “repair” will be inadequate; and, where water is involved there is often a dispute over responsibility between them and Anglia Water. Sadly, it seems that only extreme action of some kind can really get things done quickly, with collisions due to ice being required to get any speedy and adequate response to the recent problems on Manor and Station Roads and a threat of getting our MP and Environmental Health involved bringing any action on the sewage and water leak on Main Road. Apart from writing letters and chasing people in response to problems raised, the council do actively look out for potential problems, and as part of our “Community Safety” role a walking inspection of the village takes place every month or so. As with planning it is important that things are not just left to the Council so please raise appropriate issues with a Councillor or the Clerk.

Speeding and Road Use

The Village Plan survey highlighted the concern there is in the village about speeding motorists and the Council are continuously looking at potential solutions, unfortunately the options are very limited. We have now organised two Community Speed Watch exercises and this has resulted in the occasional installation of the electronic speed sign on Main Road, but the County Council has told us that we are unlikely to ever get any permanent electronic speed monitoring equipment. We have also asked the County Council if there are any potential road changes that might help the situation, but again there is nothing practical or cost effective. The one thing we are doing is installing the “village gateways” which we hope may have some effect as well as adding to the appearance of the village. If any villager would like to take in future Community Speed Watch exercises please let the clerk know as these have generally been carried out by a very small number of volunteers most of whom are Parish Councillors.

Other Council Roles and Duties

It is impossible to cover everything the Council is involved in, but the following is a brief summary of some of the main issues.

Playing Field and Equipment - The play equipment has to be maintained and is also visually inspected by a councillor on a weekly basis with a full safety inspection undertaken by Wicksteed Leisure each year. It was this process that led to the decision to replace the Burma Bridge.

Sand and Gravel - Grendon is almost surrounded by past, existing or potential sites for mineral extraction, so an important Council role is to monitor activities and properly review and respond to plans, we are also active members of a local liaison group involving the County Council, Hansons (the main local extractors) and other villages. Our main concerns are; the environmental impact of current extractions e.g. noise, dust and visual appearance, the impact on our roads, and how the land is restored after extraction. Generally we feel that the approach of the extractors is far more favourable towards local residents and the environment than it has been in the past, but this is almost certainly due to local pressure. Our biggest cause for concern complaint is the traffic and the state of the road when wet in the area where the road crosses the river towards the A45 and Earls Barton.

Emergency Plan - We are obliged to keep and update a plan which we detail potential resources for the village to cope with emergencies e.g. an explosion, flood or earth quake. This involves collecting information about buildings that can be used during times of emergency and useful skills (e.g. medical) and facilities such as tractors and chain saws.

Parish Plan - Whilst the Council initiated the Plan process and several Councillors are involved in the main Plan group and its various sub-groups, it is not responsible for it. The Council was however allocated various actions in the Plan, which it undertakes and reviews as part of its normal business, will always consider providing support for Plan issues where appropriate and will refer to the Plan when considering policy.

Allotments – The Council’s traditional role is to collect rent from the tenants and ensure that the water bill is paid for, an amount covered by the rent. In the last year or so we have of course invested in what is both an important facility in the village and one of its most prominent sites. This investment has included a new notice board and gate and the hedge laying operation, for which we received a substantial grant. 

Membership - Councillors represent the Council on several different groups and committees, these include: the Grendon School Governors, the Grendon Village Hall Management Committee, the Grendon Hall Advisory Committee, three local Grendon charity trusts, the Wellingborough district parishes forum and the Earls Barton and Bozeat (sand and gravel) liaison group. In the latter two groups, where other parish councils are involved Grendon’s record of participation is generally as good as any other council and a lot better than many.

We hope this report has given a better idea of what your Parish Council has been doing during the last year and what it is responsible for. If you have any questions or want to find out more about the Council please do not hesitate to contact a Councillor or the Clerk. In the next three months we will produce a brief summary of council contacts numbers and guidelines as to the best way to raise relevant issues.

Grendon Parish Council

