
Minutes of an extra ordinary meeting of Moulton Parish Council held by conference call on Monday 6th April 2020 at 6.00 pm.

	Participants  Cllrs
	D Almond - CHAIRMAN
	David Clarke

	
	Tim James
Jane Horsnell

and The Clerk
	Mark Price

John Derry
Ryan Bragg


The Chairman updated councillors on the Council’s response to the Covid 19 crisis which began in earnest in the UK at the start of the week commencing 16th March.
Briefings had been received on a regular basis from SALC, NALC and the County Council and these had been forwarded to councillors.

The following emergency action had been taken by the Chairman & Clerk following email consultation with councillors:-

Football Posts – following the closure of schools on 20th March it was agreed on 21st March that the representatives from the football clubs would manage one goal post, unlocking for limited periods to allow the young in the village to exercise, on condition that after use the post was immediately secured.  It was agreed that the football representatives would manage and enforce, taking note of the updated advise on the Covid outbreak and observing the need for social distancing.  

Following further directives from the Government on 23rd March the Council had to withdraw consent for limited supervised use, as it was impossible to enforce the 2 metre distancing.  The goal posts were to remain locked and out of action until further notice.

Play Equipment – on 23rd March notices were displayed in the childrens’ play area strongly recommending that for the time being the equipment was not used.  On 26th March, and after consultation with councillors is was agreed  following Government guidance that playgrounds should be closed, that new signs should be erected stating that the Play Area was closed until further notice due to the Covid virus. As the play equipment was not in a dedicated closed area it was agreed by a majority of councillors that it was not practical to lock up the area as the playing field was needed for open space for villagers’  permitted exercise once a day.
Congestion along Brookside – it had been noted that during the last weekend in March there had been an unprecedented number of visitors in cars, who had parked on the river bank along Brookside in order to access  the Three Churches Walk via Public Footpaths No 7 (out of the churchyard, over 2 stiles and across field to Gazeley Road, Footpath 6 out of the churchyard past Filberry Stables to Gazeley Road, opposite the Anglian Water pumping station, and Bridleway 14 from St Peters Church, southeast towards Dalham.  Villagers were concerned that that social distancing could not be, and was not observed.  Cars had been parked 'bumper to bumper' and some parts of the footways were very narrow and it was just not possible to keep at a 2 metre distance.  Villagers were finding it impossible to keep at a safe distance whilst out walking their dogs.

The Clerk had contacted the local Police Inspector, the County Council representative and public rights of way officers for guidance, as the PC was not directly responsible for public footpaths, falling under the jurisdiction of the County Council. 

The Clerk had received a prompt response from the Rights of Way team advising that 

currently the right of way network was open, but the public had to comply with social distance guidance.  A County Council template for a sign was provided stating that

‘If you are using Suffolk’s public rights of way or open access network for your one form of exercise a day – for example a run, walk or cycle – alone or with members of your household – please stay local (resident of that village or town) and stick to areas that you are familiar with.  Ensure that you always comply with government social distancing guidance to stay more than 2 metres from others at all times’

These signs were put up by the Chairman on Friday 3rd April.  It was pointed out to concerned residents that the Council was not empowered to take any further action, but hoped that the public at large would comply with Government guidance and stay at home.  The Clerk had also asked the police to visit Moulton over the weekend, to check out the situation.  The Council was not in a position to block off a public highway and did not think this would prevent visitors coming into the village to walk - vehicles would just park further along Brookside and result in even more congestion.

Despite the signs and Government directive, it was noted over the weekend that more cars than usual had parked up by the Church.  In an attempt to discourage visitors over the Easter holiday it was suggested that a large board be erected with a polite notice on the lines of

Covid Lock Down – To non-Moulton residents with vehicles – Please go home. Thank you. Moulton Parish Council

 
Update on the Council’s response to community preparedness and the co-ordination of a flexible and responsive approach to the changing needs in the village through the Community Resilience Group and existing community support organisations
A copy of the Chairman’s email to Councillors setting out the situation as at 21st March is attached to Page 1303 of the Minutes.
The Chairman, Mrs Almond, Bill and Lisa Rampling, Cllr Ryan Bragg, Ruth Prosser and Debbie Morgan held a conference call on 18th March to plan how to focus on supporting those in the parish who might need help, through a neighbourly approach making full use of the existing organisations such as the luncheon club, shop, church, village charities and the PC.  The Chairman had agreed on behalf of the Parish Council to fund the Covid 19 Community Resilience Group start up costs totalling £105 for printing leaflets and purchasing 3 mobile phones to provide dedicated phone numbers manned by volunteers to co-ordinate requests for, and offers of help.
It was resolved that the Council would authorise this payment and agree to future funding of the group should it be necessary.

It was reported that the village resilience team was working well, although due to the unprecedented amount of help given by neighbours, and the on-going support of the village shop who were arranging local deliveries, the call for assistance to the 3 dedicated lines was limited.

In order to ensure that no one who wanted help had slipped through the net it was agreed that a second leaflet drop should take place in a week or so, once the Government had issued further guidance about the continuing lock down.  It was resolved that the Chairman and Cllr Ryan Bragg would represent the PC and hold a further conference call with the main representatives for the Resilience Group.
Postponement of Clerk’s retirement – the Chairman confirmed that he had accepted the Clerk’s offer until normal service had resumed.  A short list of potential applicants had been drawn up by the Recruitment Panel, and the Clerk and or Chairman had contacted all 4 potential candidates to explain the situation.  The Clerk advised that she had received  2 additional emails of interest in the vacancy, and she was awaiting their CVs.
Equipping the Council’s Storage Room at the Village Hall – prior to the Covid crisis, plans were underway for the purchase of a filing cabinet and flat table from Viking Direct – approximately £210.00, and Screw Fix shelving.  In addition, the Council was to be given an extra filing cabinet and a chair.  The final details had yet to be agreed and were now on hold until social distancing was lifted.  The Council was asked to approve the purchase of storage facilities and office equipment up to a total value of £500.00 and it was resolved that the Clerk should be authorised to place orders when necessary.
Future running of the Council’s affairs for the duration of the Covid crisis

The Chairman confirmed that in order to take urgent day to day decisions affecting the health and safety of Council members and villagers the PC would need to delegate the discharge of urgent decisions to an officer - the Clerk (following email circulation of the matter under review, to all councillors other than Douglas who will be telephoned - and on the agreement of the majority of councillors who responded to the email within the time scale stipulated according to the urgency of the matter in hand).

Currently virtual meetings/conference calls cannot be substituted for physical meetings - the law requires that decisions have to be made by those present and voting at an actual meeting.  The emergency power detailed above is purely for urgent H & S concerns and other urgent business.

The Clerk reported that NALC will be producing two documents which will be available within the next few days — a legal briefing note on the interpretation of the regulations and practical guidance for local councils on how to hold effective remote council meetings.
PLANNING MATTERS plans for the felling of a diseased poplar tree at French Hall 28 The Street had been circulated.
Councillors confirmed consent and it was resolved that the the applicant should be asked to plant a replacement tree.

Village Hall site
The Chairman had been approached by the owner of 8 Bridge Street regarding the cherry tree at the western end of the property within the boundary of the grounds of the Village Hall.  The trunk was diseased although the tree was still alive and currently flowering.
It was viewed that there was a concern at a potential risk of damaging the adjoining property or risk to anyone who happened to be in proximity to the tree on the village hall site.
The Clerk had been in touch with representatives on the Village Hall Management Committee who were in full agreement for the removal of the cherry tree, and at the same time is was suggested that enquiries be made about the management of the lime tree located on the grass by the kitchen window, and in close proximity to the veranda, and roof of the hall.  The tree was getting too big for the site, and at leaf fall caused issues with blocked gutters and wet leaves on the decking.
It was resolved that the Parish Council should apply to the planning authority for the removal of the cherry tree and advice on the management of the lime tree in proximity to village hall users and children on the play equipment.  The Council could follow the due process with a view to possible removal of the trees later in the year.

FINANCE & ADMINISTRATION

Payment of Accounts - authorisation of the payment of accounts to the end of the financial year, as per the 2019/20 schedule previously circulated and attached to the minute book, Page 1300 & 1301 was confirmed.
Financial Working Group’s draft report for the year ended 31st March 2020 had been circulated and was subject to verification on receipt of the bank statements.
On behalf of the working group the Chairman advised that the yearend accounts had been reviewed and it was reported that there was a cash book balance on 31st March of £64,564.26 which represented the reconciled balance on the bank accounts.

The Clerk and RFO had produced, and circulated, a summary of receipts and payments as at 31/3/2020.  
The AGAR (the year end annual return subject to external audit) had not yet been released and this would be completed on receipt, and checked with the bank statements to confirm the balance.
Currently the external auditors PKF Littlejohn were awaiting guidance from the National Audit Office as they were expecting an announcement on changes to reporting timetables, as these are governed by existing legislation.

The Clerk reported that following NALC’s engagement with Government around audit timeframes a statement was due to be released this week extending the statutory audit deadlines for 2019/20. It would be proposed that: 
· The publication date for final, audited, accounts for local councils will move from 30 September to 30 November 2020

· To give local councils more flexibility, the requirement for the public inspection period to include the first 10 working days of July would be removed. Instead, local councils must commence the public inspection period on or before the first working day of September 2020

This meant that draft accounts must be approved by 31 August 2020 at the latest or maybe approved earlier where possible.


Correspondence and documents 
Daily updates from SALC and the County Council since the commencement of the Covid crisis were acknowledged and the County Councillors March 2020 Parish Newsletter.
The Highways meeting with Andrew Reid, Cabinet Member for Highways and Cllr Andy Drummond scheduled for 31st March had been postponed.  The Chairman had sent a detailed report to Cllr Andrew Reid, outlining all the issues which needed to be addressed on 6th April.  Whilst recognising the Covid crisis was a priority, the Chairman hoped that  progress could be made to resolve the long outstanding issues.

A copy of the report had been circulated.

 

Dog Fouling

A parishioner had raised the issue of increased dog fouling around the village, and suggested that this may be as a result of an increased number of visitors during the Covid crisis, and the working from home directive.  It was pointed out that currently the PC was trying to discourage people coming into the village, and was supporting the Government’s message to stay at home.  The Clerk had 2 dog fouling signs, which had been provided by West Suffolk and Cllr Tim James undertook to install these in prominent locations.
It was confirmed that the new large dual purpose bin had been installed by the Church and the old damaged one removed.

Play Equipment 

The Chairman thanked Cllrs Mark Price and Tim James who had taken the opportunity during the closure to repaint the slide in the play area over the weekend.  Social distancing had been observed whilst carrying out this work.
Next Conference Call – would be arranged as and when deemed necessary. In the meantime councillors would continue to receive briefings by email.

Signed       David Almond                            Date   4-5-2020
Email circulated on 21st March 2020
Dear Councillors,

 

We’re certainly now in unprecedented times due to Covid

 

Firstly, I am pleased to report that Lorraine has suggested that she should postpone her retirement until the enormous impact of the virus has ceased, and normality is resumed. I have asked her to forward a copy of the email she sent to members of the Recruitment Panel, outlining the reasons for her decision.  Mark, Jane, David and I were grateful to accept this offer

 

It is clear that this virus will have an impact on all our lives, as well as on the PC in the coming months.  National guidelines, SALC and NALC review their advice on a daily basis and Lorraine and I are regularly in touch with a number of village and external organisations and agencies on behalf of the PC.  Where appropriate we will email documents over to you, so that you are all up to speed so far as the running of the village is concerned.

Mark, Lorraine and I are of the view that the PC should focus on supporting those in the Parish who need help through a bottom up, neighbourly approach making full use of our excellent existing organisations such as the luncheon club, village shop, Church and village charities.  A co-ordinated, flexible and responsive approach is going to be needed as needs will quickly change over the coming weeks.

You’ll also be aware of the Moulton Community Resilience Group effort headed by Debbie Morgan.  During this last week Bill and Lisa Rampling, my wife Annie, Ryan Bragg and I have contributed to the formation of this group.  The village has been divided into 3 areas with dedicated phone numbers manned by Parishioners to co-ordinate requests for, and offers of help. On the PC’s behalf I have committed to cover the cost of purchasing these phones and their running costs.  A flier will be sent to all households early next week using the Moulton Matters distribution team and posters put up, inviting parishioners to come forward with requests for help and to provide details of help available

 

I propose as a PC and as individuals we continue to keep in touch with these various support and help activities and add our time and skills where they are needed

 

In order to take urgent day to day decisions affecting the health and safety of council members and villagers the PC will need to delegate the discharge of urgent decisions to an officer - the Clerk (following email circulation of the matter under review, to all councillors other than Douglas who will be telephoned - and on the agreement of the majority of councillors who respond to the email within the time scale stipulated according to the urgency of the matter in hand).

 

Technically, virtual meetings/conference calls currently cannot be substituted for physical meetings - the law requires that decisions have to be made by those present and voting at an actual meeting.  The emergency power detailed above is purely for urgent H & S concerns and other urgent business.

 

The annual parish meeting is required by law to be held by 1st June.  In the current circumstances Lorraine & I have decided that it would be wise to postpone the annual parish meeting which was due to take place at 7pm at the Village Hall on 6th April. 

Once we see how the things progress in the coming weeks, we can either fix a date at the end of May - or we may be told by SALC that this years meeting can be abandoned.  Villagers have the opportunity at every meeting to raise concerns, so this annual meeting is not so crucial as it was in the past when villagers were only permitted to be seen but not heard!

 

We should plan to have a PC meeting on 6th April.  How we hold this meeting will be depend on the guidelines on the day, but it is likely we will do this by conference phone call, ie we all dial a number which Lorraine will provide and we can then all talk together.  Lorraine will send an agenda nearer the time and it will certainly include an update on the effectiveness of village’s response to Covid.

 

In the meantime please don’t hesitate to contact myself, Lorraine or each other by phone or email.
Chairman

Signed                                                                                        Date
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