Humber, Ford & Stoke Prior 

Group Parish Council

Annual Council Meeting, May 2019
Report from the Clerk

1.
Council meetings and attendance


The Council’s Annual Meeting took place on 16 May 2018, and further meetings were held on 18 July 2018, 19 September 2017, 21 November 2018, 16 January 2019, 30 January 2019 (Extraordinary Meeting) and 27 March 2019. 


The Planning Committee (six members) held six meetings in 2018-19.

Community Week Committee (with three councillor members) held four meetings in 2018-19.


The Lamb Working Group (with four councillor members) held three meetings in 2018-19.


The Finance Working Group (with two councillor members) held one email exchange meeting.


Standing Order 10(d) requires the Clerk to make an annual report on the attendance of councillors at meetings. The following table summarises this (apologies were given for nearly all absences):

	Councillor
	Council 
	Planning Committee
	Community Week Committee
	Lamb working group
	Finance working group

	Cllr Alan Bathurst 
	6/7
	
	
	0/3
	1/1

	Cllr Kenneth Bemand
	7/7
	5/6
	
	
	

	Cllr Hugh Fowler-Wright
	6/7
	5/6
	0/4
	
	

	Cllr Michael Hubbard
	7/7
	5/6
	
	3/3
	

	Cllr William Jackson
	7/7
	5/6
	1/4
	2/3
	

	Cllr Janette Rowlatt
	5/7
	
	
	
	

	Cllr Gill Stovold
	6/7
	6/6
	
	3/3
	

	Cllr Richard Thomas
	6/7
	
	
	
	

	Cllr Rodney Thompson
	7/7
	4/6
	
	
	

	Cllr Zoe White
	4/7
	
	
	
	1/1

	Cllr Stephanie Wilson
	4/7
	
	1/4
	
	


2.
Council elections and vacancy
2.1
Sitting councillors’ term of office finishes on 6 May 2019, and elections were held for all seats for a new term of four years.  After close of nominations, the elections in both parishes were uncontested, and the following councillors deemed elected without a poll:
Humber Parish: 
Zoe Burge, Hugh Fowler-Wright, Richard Thomas, Steph Wilson, (one vacancy).

Ford & Stoke Prior Parish:
Alan Bathurst, Ken Bemand, Janette Fullwood, William Jackson, Christopher Marston, Gill Stovold.
2.2
New councillors take up office from 7 May 2019, and are required to sign a Declaration of Acceptance of Office in the presence of the Clerk before or at the first meeting of the new Council (or later, with permission of the Council at the first meeting). Forms will be available for councillors to sign before the meeting commences.
2.3
As only four persons were nominated for Humber Parish, there is a vacancy.  See the separate report on this.  
3.
Review of Council procedures and policies


Good practice requires that the Council reviews all of its policies and procedures annually, and this is scheduled for the Annual Meeting.  The Clerk monitors any changes in legislation or proposed good practice which may require revisions to these.

The Council’s Standing Orders were adopted in May 2013 and have had several required amendments since, including one in 2017 arising from updated model standing orders issued by the National Association of Local Council, and one in March 2019 to adopt the new Herefordshire Code of Conduct.  No further amendments are required at present.

Revised Financial Regulations were adopted in May 2016 in compliance with new model regulations.  There are no recommended changes at present, although the Finance Working Group will review this later this year, as part of their annual review of financial procedures.

Other legally-required procedures and policies are: 


Code of Practice for Councillors: the Council has adopted the revised Herefordshire Code of Conduct (2018) as from 7 May 2019.


Data Protection Policy and procedures: these were adopted in May 2018 following a data audit and assistance from the Council’s Data Protection Adviser. There are no amendments needed.

Complaints policy: this was reviewed and adopted in January 2013, and does not require any amendments at this time.



An Equality and Diversity Policy was adopted by the Council in March 2016 and does not require any amendments at this time.

A Safeguarding Statement and policy was adopted by Council in November 2017 and does not require any amendments at this time.


Publication Scheme and Schedule: the Scheme and associated Schedule were last reviewed and approved by Council in May 2015, and are available on the website.  There are no amendments needed.


Transparency Code for Smaller Authorities: This came into force on 1 April 2015 and requires publication of certain information on a website for councils with turnover of less than £25,000. This information is already published on the Council’s website.

Councils are also recommended to have in place a policy for press and public relations. A suitably simple policy for our Council is included as Standing Order 30.

4.
General Power of Competence (GEPOC)

4.1
Following the normal elections in May 2019 the Council is required to re-examine its eligibility to exercise the General Power of Competence which was introduced in the Localism Act 2011, and pass a resolution confirming it is still eligible.

4.2
The Council continues to meet the eligibility criteria, which are that it must have:

(a) at least two-thirds of members elected (not co-opted or appointed);

(b) a qualified Clerk (CiLCA or equivalent); 

(c) the Clerk trained in the Power (CiLCA section 7);

and resolve that the above conditions are met at the time of the meeting at which the resolution is passed.

(The Parish Councils (General Power of Competence) (Prescribed Conditions) Order 2012.) 
4.3
The General Power of Competence gives  eligible local councils “power to do anything that individuals generally may do”, unless expressly prohibited or restricted.  This reverses the previous principle that a local council may only do those things which are expressly permitted by law. 

4.4
There are some conditions and restrictions which can be summarised as: Any existing statutory restrictions or conditions in doing something still apply; a Council cannot do anything forbidden or restricted by other legislation; a Council must still comply with other statutory duties and procedures (eg regulations and discharge of functions); any commercial trading for profit must be done through a company or co-operative society (Localism Act 2011 Sections 1-4).


Otherwise, the Council – once it has passed a resolution that it meets the eligibility criteria – can do anything lawful that individuals may do without having to search for an existing legal power or mechanism for that action.

4.5
The Council would remain eligible to use the Power until the next Annual Meeting in an ordinary elections year (in our case 2024), when it must again examine its eligibility and pass a resolution. Even if it then ceases to be eligible, any activity begun using the Power can continue, but no new activity requiring the Power could commence. 

5.
Clerk’s contract and work

5.1
The Clerk’s contract of 1 April 2016 is for an average of 5.5 hours work per week. The Clerk’s salary was reviewed by Council in 2017 to include the fact that hours were in fact about 6.5 per week excluding the Neighbourhood Development Plan.  A log kept by the Clerk shows the following breakdown of hours worked over the year April 2018 to March 2019:

	
	2016-17
	2017-18
	2018-19

	Administration and general issues
	61
	88
	115

	Council agendas, meetings and minutes
	71
	68
	78

	Finance (RFO duties)
	37
	36
	31

	Highways
	41
	48
	46

	PROWs 
	
	
	71

	Lengthsman Scheme
	9
	10
	8

	Parish Meeting
	5
	6
	7

	Planning and Planning Committee
	74
	72
	66

	Transport
	14
	1
	0

	Website
	7
	6
	7

	Elections and electoral register
	2
	0
	1

	Community Resilience Plan and emergencies
	13
	20
	0

	Neighbourhood Development Plan
	39
	2
	0

	The Lamb
	0
	63
	30

	TOTAL
	373
	420
	460

	Average hours per month:
	31.08
	35.00
	38.33

	Range of hours per month:
	9-54
	12-61
	12-66

	Average hours per week:
	7.17
	8.07
	8.85


5.2
A survey of Clerks by the Society of Local Council Clerks in 2013 indicated that a small parish council such as ours with limited executive functions and about 12 meetings per year required the Clerk to work between 24-30 hours per month, for basic administration and co-ordination (including Responsible Financial Officer functions). 
5.3
As noted last year, given the increasing work falling on parish councils and additional regulatory requirements, the Clerk’s workload is still increasing.  About 70 hours per year is spent as PROW Officer, as no other volunteer has come forward for this role.  It would assist if a volunteer was found to take over as PROW Officer, and also if a deputy Clerk was appointed to assist with one or more discrete matters (perhaps maintenance of the website or highways and footpaths or all Planning matters), and deputise for the Clerk in his absence. 

6.
Website and communication with residents
6.1
The parish website (www.hfspgroup.org.uk) is a fully-functioning site with all essential information about the Council and local matters. The Clerk updates the Council Info and Planning pages regularly.  The website requires a re-design and to provide better security and more features, and to comply with new Accessibility Regulations by September 2020.
6.2
The Chairman maintains and updates the Council’s Facebook page, and the Clerk sends out email circulations to residents on important matters, these covering about 50% of households.  In May 2019 Mailchimp was implemented for this purpose.
7.
Administration

7.1
The new laptop and software for the Clerk’s work has been purchased, but transfer of all data from the Clerk’s personal computer remains to be completed. 

7.2
To comply with GDPR from May 2018, as well as having adopted new policies and procedures, a significant ‘cleaning’ of redundant data from the Clerk’s records is gradually being undertaken, to destroy securely information in accordance with the Data Retention Schedule, and identify important archive records to be deposited with the Herefordshire Archives and Records Service (HARC).
8.
Planning Applications

8.1
23 full planning applications were sent to the Council for comment by Herefordshire’s Planning Department between May 2018 and April 2019, and there were also 6 Notification of Permitted Development applications and 5 applications for Approval of Details Reserved by Condition or Non-material Amendment.  There was one appeal against refusal of planning permission – for the Lamb Inn.
8.2
Applications were circulated by email or paper to councillors; the Planning Committee met six times and full Council three times to consider the submission of comments on these.
8.3
All meetings are notified publicly, and several were well-attended by members of the public who made comments and asked questions, especially the Extraordinary Council meeting to consider the appeal against refusal of permission for change-of use for The Lamb Inn. 

8.4
The Council supported 18 of the 23 full planning applications submitted and opposed 3. Two minor applications were not considered at a meeting. Those opposed were on the basis of the Neighbourhood Development Plan policies, and decisions went with the Council’s recommendations on all applications, except one, with one decision outstanding. 
8.5
In accordance with Standing Orders, the permitted development and approval of details applications were circulated to councillors and public notices posted, but no meeting was convened to consider these.

9.
Lengthsman Scheme

9.1
The Clerk acts as Lengthsman Administrator for the devolved Minor Highways Maintenance Scheme (the Lengthsman Scheme) and the Parish Partnerships Programme (P3 scheme).  DC Gardening Services were again appointed as the Council’s contractor for these in 2018-19. 
9.2
For minor highways maintenance tasks, there was no grant available in 2018-19. The budget from Parish Council funds was £2300. Actual spend was £1465. This work includes clearing drain tops and gullies, removing debris, cutting grass at road junctions, and cleaning/straightening signs, which was done on all roads in the group parish. Some ditches were also cleared, salt-grit bins refilled, and two new salt-grit bins installed.  

9.3
For PROWs (the P3 scheme), devolved funding of £1800 was available, subject to additional funding from the Parish Council, within an overall budget of £2340. Actual spend was £1084.62, with £834.32 of this from the devolved funding. This work included required strimming/cutting, repair/replacement of signposts, stiles, gates and bridges, and installation of gates replacing stiles. In addition, some stile kits and gates were provided by Herefordshire Council for landowners to repair or replace broken units.

9.4
The Council has signed up to the Lengthsman scheme for 2019-20, but there will be no devolved funding from Herefordshire Council for either highways or PROWs – the entire spend will come from the Parish Council’s own income. 

9.5
The local Winter Maintenance Scheme, under which stocks of salt-grit were supplied to parish councils, no longer operates, and parish councils are required to purchase their own. The Council still has about 1 tonne of salt-grit in 25kg bags, available to top-up roadside bins or in severe weather to spread directly onto key local roads.
10.
Highways and liaison with Balfour Beatty Locality Steward
10.1
Our Balfour Beatty Locality Steward acts as a link between the Parish Council and work teams. Colin Smith has been in this post since November 2017, and has been pro-active in inspecting, logging and arranging for the repair of potholes graded sufficiently serious.  
10.2
As Colin is so pro-active, and inspects our roads far more often than statutorily required, the Clerk has had to make or follow-up many fewer reports of road defects. All logged defects are being repaired within the time required, and the quality of pothole repairs is improving, although some sections of road are in dire need of complete resurfacing, notably sections of Blacksmiths Lane and Poplands Lane in Risbury, Church Road in Humber, and sections of Marston Lane. A request for this resurfacing was made formally to Colin in 2018.

11.
Public Rights of Way

11.1
The Clerk took on the position of PROWs Officer in May 2017 on the retirement of the previous office-holder, although this was only intended to be a temporary situation, as a new volunteer is sought. A report on the condition of PROWs was made to the Parish Meetings in April 2019, and is also made to this Annual Meeting of the Council.

11.2
Council agreed in September 2017 to apply for two Definitive Map Modification Orders to designate Normans Lane as a bridleway and a section of the lane leading up to Grovefields and across a field towards the Old Rectory as a footpath, to rectify an anomaly going back to the creation of PROWs in 1952. Following extensive research and obtaining numerous user evidence forms, the Clerk submitted these applications in January 2019, and also notified affected landowners of this. The applications have been classed as a priority by Herefordshire Council.

11.3
The Ramblers Club on 29 April 2019 submitted to Herefordshire Council a DMMO for a restricted byway in Risbury on a route from the end of the U94051 (end of Wood Lane) to the end of the U94012 (Turning Ways) citing evidence of a track there on the Tithe Map of 1843. It is unknown if any recent user evidence has been submitted in support of the application. Notices were also served on affected landowners, who contacted the Clerk with their concerns. The Clerk has researched maps after 1843, these showing that since at least 1885 the cart track has not existed on the western half of this route. The landowners are challenging the application, although it is anticipated that if it is deemed valid, the Parish Council will be consulted on its views in due course.

12.
Minibus service to Leominster

The ‘427 Club’ minibus service has been running since April 2016, operated by Community Wheels Leominster, serving our parishes and Bodenham with a Friday service to Leominster. Members pay a subscription and a fare for each journey booked. The service is supported by a grant from Leominster Town Council (LTC) of up to £1000 each year, with our two parish councils agreeing to underwrite a further £1000 between them if required. The service is less-well used than before, with several regular users having moved or stopped using it for other reasons
13.
Public Access Defibrillator and phone kiosk

The PAD outside Risbury Village Hall is inspected weekly by the Clerk. The adopted phone kiosk in Risbury has been moved to outside the Village Hall, with the intention of being a more permanent location for the PAD. When time permits, a working group will be organised to refurbish the kiosk.

14.
Road Safety issues

14.1
Concerns about traffic speeds and accidents at several locations have been raised by residents and discussed by Council. On the A44, the Council has succeeded in getting agreement for the 50mph limit to be extended either side of Steen’s Bridge
, but continues to argue for this to be extended beyond The Drum crossroads. A 40mph limit on Fairmile has also been agreed. 

14.2
The Council has for several years been trying to get the hedge opposite the Fairmile turning on the A44 replaced with visibility fencing. As part of a recent planning application in Pudleston, this has now been agreed, although has still not happened.

14.3
Concerns about speeds generally on our minor rural roads have resulted in the Council writing formally to Herefordshire Council to request a 40mph limit on our single-track roads where there is no lower limit, and suggesting this could be county-wide or national policy.  Without some lower limit, it is difficult to address the problem of traffic exceeding a safe speed for local conditions, unless an accident actually occurs.  A meeting with the Acting Assistant Director Highways and Transport is being arranged to discuss the Council’s request.
15.
The Lamb Inn

15.1
The Lamb Working Group met several times in 2018-19, mainly to respond to the appeal against refusal of planning permission. A business plan for the proposed purchase of The Lamb is being prepared against the eventuality of the property coming up for sale.
15.2
The application to list The Lamb as an Asset of Community Value was finally agreed in June 2018, and confirmed at an Administrative Review in October 2018.
16.
Broadband

16.1
Since June 2018, Complete Utilities have been undertaking extensive works on nearly all roads in the parishes, to install superfast fibre-optic broadband to all properties, on behalf of Gigaclear. Progress has been slower than promised, and there has been a marked absence of any information from the contractor to residents about roadworks.  The Clerk has tried to get information from Complete Utilities, but despite several meetings and other contact, little has been provided, and most roadworks take place with no warning to residents.

16.2
Works continue, although some residents are reporting that they have been missed off the connection and told they cannot now be included. 
17.
War Memorial Working Group

17.1
The Parochial Church Councils have now nominated members to serve on this, and a first meeting of arranged for Tuesday 28 May at 7.00pm in Stoke Prior Village Hall. This will be an open meeting, advertised to all residents, to give anyone else interested the opportunity to give their views or join the Group.

18.
Hedging removal

18.1
The Clerk emailed Border Oak on 1 April 2019 with the Council’s concerns about the removal of hedging on the site opposite Old Hall in Stoke Prior, and the netting of hedging on the site adjacent to Croft Gate in Stoke Prior. Border Oak responded on 3 April, but this did not explain who removed the hedge opposite Old Hall, or why the section of hedging netted near Croft Gate was not that scheduled for removal on the plan. The netting disappeared over a few days, and Border Oak confirmed  they would not be replacing it. The Clerk has asked Border Oak for clarification of who removed the hedging opposite Old Hall and why, and exactly what hedging is to be removed at the site adjacent to Croft Gate, but has had no response.
19.
Councillor training

19.1
At the Annual meeting in May 2015 the Council resolved that all councillors should attend at least the basic evening course for councillors which HALC provides.  HALC also provide courses on many other topics of use to councillors, including Planning, Finance, Community action, Policing, Highways etc, and all councillors are encouraged to develop an interest in a particular area and take the opportunity of the training available in this.   A schedule of forthcoming HALC courses will be available shortly.

19.2
There is one new councillor following the elections who has not attended any training, and only four continuing councillors have undertaken the basic HALC course, back in 2016.  With numerous changes since 2016, a refresher session for all councillors would seem appropriate.  Many councillors have been unable to attend on the dates when this course has run previously. The Clerk has spoken to the Chief Executive of HALC, who has suggested that a better arrangement would be for her to provide a two-hour evening course for all our councillors in our own parish on a date which would suit all or most. The cost of this would be £175, compared to £40 per councillor attending the event in Hereford.
Philip Brown
Clerk to the Council

7 May 2018
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