Minutes of the Annual Town Meeting held 21st April 2009.  Cont’d.
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and eighteen members of the parished area.


The Town Mayor welcomed everyone to the Annual Town Meeting and 
introduced her Deputy Councillor Barry Fleet and the Town Clerk, Mrs Audrey 
Harrington.

APOLOGIES


Apologies for absence were received from Councillors P.R. Barlow and N.D. 
Scales, Mrs Kathy Butler of HomeStart, Jennifer Hodgkin, Linda French and from 
U3A who were unable to send a representative.

1.
INTERESTS

The Town Clerk advised that as Reports and issues to be raised are not yet known, 
Members of the Town Council should give their interests later in the Meeting.

The Town Clerk, Councillors Miss L. Barlow, P.A. Heath, M.C.M. Lager and 
Mrs P.M. Money declared personal interests in the Witham Twinning Association 
as they are members.


Councillor Goodman declared a personal interest in Essex Police as he is 
employed by them.


Councillor P.A. Heath declared a personal interest in Witham Carnival 
Association as he is a member.


Councillor B.J. Fleet declared a personal interest as a member of Witham in 
Bloom.

2.
MINUTES




RESOLVED  That the Minutes of the Annual Town 




Meeting held on 22nd April 2008 be confirmed as a true 




record and signed by the Town Mayor.

3.
REPORTS

TOWN MAYOR’S REPORT

The Town Mayor spoke of the highlights of her year in office, including the 
enjoyment of 
the River Walk which is maintained by the Town Council, and the 
success of the 
Puppet Festival in September which was enjoyed by residents and 
visitors alike.  She stressed that there were few all day events that were free.  She 
said that she had been invited to 75 engagements throughout the year and met lots 
of people.  She referred in particular to the recent tag rugby competition with 180 
young people participating and the junior hockey which again, was a pleasure to 
watch and see such enthusiasm.  She said that the Town Council, in recognition of 
its work, had received a cheque for £500 towards play equipment for disabled 
children and added that she would like all children to be able to access play 
equipment.

ESSEX POLICE

The Town Mayor in introducing Inspector Murray and PCSO Jackie Bardsley, 
spoke of the good partnership with the Police and support given by the Police 
Community Support Officers.


Inspector Neil Murray said that this was the second Annual Town Meeting that he 
had attended, he reiterated the Town Mayor’s comments regarding the good 
working relationship with the Town Council, businesses and people of Witham.  
He explained that the police are by nature figure driven and he was pleased to 
report that crime was down by 10% and detection rates had increased.  Anti-social 
behaviour figures had been drastically reduced.  He considered that the 
employment of PCSOs was the reason for this improvement and mentioned that 
the Town Council part funded two such posts.  He spoke of the PCSOs work with 
the elderly in the town, not just only giving advice of ways to prevent crime but to 
access allowances.  He said that following a spate of pickpockets targeting the 
elderly appropriate advice had been given. He added that the PCSOs engage with 
local businesses and residents alike, who are pleased with their high visibility and 
hence improve the quality of life in the town.

Inspector Murray was pleased that the long awaited CCTV system would shortly 
be implemented and stressed that it would not be a panacea but pro-active as it 
would increase the work of the PCSOs.  He thanked the Town Council for its 
commitment to the CCTV system and the long term benefit for the town.

He thanked both the Town Council and residents for the support given and 
commitment to PCSOs.


The Town Mayor thanked Inspector Murray for his report.


The Town Mayor was pleased to report that the Maltings Lane Forum would be 
reconvened next month to consider, at long last, the facilities needed for the 
estate.  She said that the bus service that had only been introduced recently should 
have been in place before.  She said that despite the recession, Braintree District 
Council was still proceeding with its plans to regenerate the area of Newlands 
Precinct.  She considered that whilst shops are closing everywhere, Witham is not 
as bad as some towns.  She added that the Town Council could not dictate the 
type of shops in the town.

She called upon Councillor Mrs P.M. Lee to give the Report of the Community 
Committee.


COMMUNITY COMMITTEE

Councillor Mrs P.M. Lee explained that she had taken over Chairmanship of the 
Community Committee in September.  She said that there is continuing support 
for the well being of all age groups and raising the profile of the town.  She spoke 
of the support given to the CAB and its invaluable work to those in the greatest 
need, and to Witham in Bloom, that enhances the town with its planting and gives 
pleasure to residents and visitors alike.  Support was also given to the Carnival 
Association and Mrs Lee explained that as well as being enjoyed by all age 
groups, the carnival helps to promote a feel good factor.  She thanked the 
Christmas Lights Group for 
its help in providing the wonderful festive lighting 
and spoke of the Town Luncheon Club that is continuing to flourish and which 
also receives support from the Town Council.

Councillor Mrs P.M. Lee was pleased to report that funding had been received to 
extend the Skateboard Park and that in partnership with Braintree District 
Council, Rickstones Play Area had been refurbished.  She added that a small play 
area had recently been installed on the Maltings Lane estate and hoped that this 
would be the first of many.  She referred to the highly successful Puppet Festival 
which raised the profile of Witham.  She thanked the Town Clerk and her staff for 
their hard work in organising this prestigious event.

Finally she thanked the Town Mayor for her hard work and professionalism.


The Town Mayor thanked Councillor Mrs Lee and introduced Councillor S.E. 
Hicks, Chairman of the Environment Committee.


ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE

Councillor S.E. Hicks gave a report of the work of his Committee.  He referred to 
the successful extension of the Conservation Area and the District Council’s 
unsuccessful bid in achieving Lottery Funding for the improvements to Maldon 
Road Park.  He said that contributions had been made to the Local Development 
Framework and Core Strategies.  Every planning application relevant to Witham 
had been considered by the Planning Applications Sub-Committee and 
recommendations made to the District Council.  He was pleased with the 
continuing positive response from residents with regard to the River Walk, which 
was now being used to plant commemorative trees.  He was equally pleased that 
the blight of Tesco shopping trolleys being abandoned throughout the town had 
been solved by the introduction of the Radlock system for which the Town 
Council had fought long and hard.  He referred to the local 
allotment holders that, 
with encouragement from the Town Council, had formed a 
proper association in 
preparation for the taking over running of the allotments.  He spoke of the 
refurbishment programme of litter bins and finally referred to the weight 
restriction on Saul’s Bridge and Essex County Council’s agreement to revisit 
the situation.

The Town Mayor thanked Councillor Hicks for his report and introduced 
Councillor M.C.M. Lager, Chairman of the Resources Committee.


RESOURCES COMMITTEE

Councillor M.C.M. Lager reported that the increase in the Witham Town Council 
element of the Council tax had been kept to 2.5%, £51 per household in Band 
D, less than £1 a week.  He was pleased to report that Witham was one of the first 
Councils nationally to gain re-accreditation as a Quality Council.  He said that the 
Town 
Mayor during her Term of Office had visited Waldbröl and its twin town 
of Asslar.  He said that both Councillors and staff alike had received training.  
Councillor Lager then explained that the Heritage Centre was in the process of 
being refurbished and modernised.  An interactive video screen would be used to 
show the history of the town and there would be space for local organisations to 
mount a display of their work.  After many years the Town Hall had been re-
carpeted and steps were in place to reduce the carbon footprint of the Town 
Council.  

Councillor M.C.M. Lager referred to the quarterly Newsletter, now with a fresh 
new format, that had been widely welcomed.  He spoke also of the regular 
Members’ Surgery whereby residents could talk to either their MP, County, 
District or Town Councillors.  Councillor Lager explained that the Town Council 
had turned down the offer from the District Council to take over the running of 
the Public Hall and the public conveniences as appropriate funding was not 
forthcoming.  However, the Town Council was anxious that the conveniences 
should be retained and it was particularly important not to lose these facilities 
during the regeneration and re-development of Newlands Precinct.

Councillor M.C.M. Lager spoke of the Town Council’s aspiration for better 
engagement with young people and the ability to correctly address their needs.  
He referred to liaison with the Academies, meetings with David Trigg, the Chief 
Executive Officer and Dominic Fenton, Project Officer, and the two school 
councils.  A proposal to consider the setting up of a Youth Café is being discussed 
but it was imperative that such a facility would be to the young people’s 
requirements.

He explained that the Town Council Web Site would be improved and 
modernised possibly to include ‘blogging’.  He referred to the proposed 
improvements to Maldon Road Park and how the costs had escalated to such an 
extent that the District Council would need to reconsider its proposals.  He spoke 
of the Town Council’s aspirations to gain better access to Whetmead and link up 
with the River Walk, a brilliant asset for residents.


Councillor M.C.M. Lager spoke of the need for better communication with 
Braintree District Council and explained that with a number of Members 
representing both Councils they were in a good position to advocate Witham’s 
case.  He agreed that local services should be provided locally but on a fair 
financial basis.  He spoke also for the need to update the Town Plan and to 
continue to support the CAB and other voluntary organisations.  He said that the 
Town Council was also monitoring the proposed A12 improvements to the south 
of Witham that had been delayed and the need to ensure that the entrances to the 
town were both tidy and welcoming.

The Town Mayor thanked Councillor Lager for his report.


ESSEX COUNTY COUNCIL

Essex County Councillor, Derrick Louis was pleased to report that the new 
Primary School for Maltings Lane had secured funding and would be open from 
September 2010 and that full funding for the Maldon Road crossing had likewise 
been secured.

The Town Mayor thanked Councillor Louis for his good news.


ROTARY CLUB OF WITHAM

Mr Jonathan Hodgkin was pleased to report another successful year for the Rotary 
Club.  He said that once again Father Christmas toured the town raising funds for 
local charities.  At the beginning of December an afternoon tea party was 
organised for nearly 150 senior citizens who were entertained by children from 
Howbridge School and the Salvation Army Band.  For the second year, each Year 
6 child received an illustrated dictionary and the Rotary Club also ran successful 
Young Photographer and Youth Speaks competitions. Local organisations that 
received financial support included Friday Fellowship, Witham HomeStart, 
Talking Papers and 3rd Witham Scouts. 

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Hodgkin for his report.


WITHAM TWINNING ASSOCIATION

Mr George Ellis, Chairman of the Twinning Association detailed the activities of 
the Twinning Association which included the success of the Witham Ladies 
Football team in Swiebodzice, the visit from our German guests last May and 
members’ trip to Waldbröl in August when gales in the channel forced ferry 
cancellations.  
Fundraising activities included a stall at Witham Carnival, a 
Christmas stall in the 
Grove Centre and a successful Quiz Night.  Mr Ellis said 
that the Twinning Association had been active in helping the New Rickstones 
Academy build links with the school in Waldbröl and facilitating the Women’s 
Football team to host the third football tournament.  In closing he said that the 
Twinning Association was currently designing its own website which would 
hopefully be online in the next few weeks.

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Ellis for his report.


WITHAM CARNIVAL ASSOCIATION

Mr Tony Stote, Chairman of the Carnival Association, gave the report.  He spoke 
of last year’s successful carnival with record entries into the procession and a sell 
out of stall for various charities.  He thanked the Town Council for its financial 
support, the police for their assistance and the support from traders in and around 
the town.  He was pleased to report that they now had a new float based on a 
Cinderella coach and spoke of the wonderful ambassadors that the 
carnival court 
is for the town.  This year’s theme will be ‘Woodland Magic’ and bookings are 
already being taken.  
He said that the carnival procession will start this year from 
the Witham Football Club.

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Stote for his report.


CITIZENS ADVICE BUREAU

Mr Paul Hart, District Manager of the Braintree, Halstead and Witham CAB, gave 
his report.  He explained that the £10,000 grant from the Town Council goes 
towards the funding of the Specialist Money Advice Service that is run from their 
offices beside the Public Hall.  The service is in great demand due to the banking 
crisis and subsequent recession.  He said that people facing a drastically reduced 
income due to job loss, find it difficult to reduce their outgoings quickly enough 
to avoid spiralling debt.  He added that with mortgages being the most significant 
expenditure and house prices dropping, the threat of repossession is very real.  Mr 
Hart explained that in response to the increased demand, the trustees board agreed 
to increase the hours of the Money Advice Team by ten hours a week from 
November, the three advisers are paid for a total of 54 hours a week but regularly 
work longer.  He detailed three case studies where advisers had been able to 
negotiate with the mortgage lender to prevent repossession, to assist in petitioning 
for bankruptcy and to help resolve benefit entitlements.

Mr Hart said that there had been an inordinate increase in queries with regard to 
bankruptcy and the CAB is able to provide comprehensive information and 
guidance.  Routine income maximisation checks are offered to clients to assist 
with increasing their incomes.

Mr Hart explained that the cost of this service in 2008/9 was approximately 
£48,000, the remaining funding comes from grants from Essex County Council, 
Shergroup and core funding.  The CAB operates a dedicated telephone debt line 
which is manned between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, with 
an answer phone at other time.  Mr Hart said that the CAB was genuinely grateful 
for the Town Council grant which assists in providing this vital service.


The Town Mayor thanked Mr Hart for his informative report.

WITHAM IN BLOOM

Councillor B.J. Fleet gave a report on behalf of Annie Northfield.  He explained 
that it had been a successful year for WIB and expressed their thanks to the Town 
Council for its grant of £10,000 which part funded the core planting of hanging 
baskets, troughs and planting schemes at the Magistrates’ Court and Cressing 
Road.  He said that this was further enhanced by a grant of £3,500 
from Braintree 
District Council.  He said that the planting scheme had been extended to include 
the Railway Station which had received an award.  He spoke of the popular Open 
Gardens event, the annual quiz and the Annual Awards Presentation evening in 
September with a presentation for schools in July.  He added that the support of 
sponsors is essential to the success of Witham in Bloom.

The Town Mayor thanked Councillor Fleet for his report.


CHRISTMAS LIGHTS WORKING GROUP

Before giving a report of the Christmas Lights Working Group, Mrs Sandra 
Howell wanted to thank the Town Council on behalf of the Witham Lionesses, for 
the free use of the Function Room to take part in the MacMillan Biggest Coffee 
Morning.  She was pleased to report that £200 had been raised for this worthwhile 
cause. 

Mrs Howell explained that after a successful three year period of display, 2008 
saw tendering commence for a further three year contract for Christmas Lights, 
during which it was decided to include costings for decorations to the front of the 
Town Hall.  The costs were such that part funding for these lights was secured 
through the Witham Local Committee.  She considered that the lights on the 
Town Hall enhanced the whole display. In an attempt to keep costs to an absolute 
minimum the same lights on the lamp columns and street crossover will be used 
for the next two years.

Mrs Howell explained that the Group plans to hold a fund raising coffee morning 
and ask for residents’ thoughts and ideas for the future.  She asked for support 
from local businesses to sponsor a lamp column or to assist in other ways.  She 
also thanked the Chamber of Commerce who took over the financial 
responsibility for the Best Shop Window display which was won this past year by 
the YMCA.  Finally she thanked the residents for their comments, which last year 
were all praise and no criticism.

The Town Mayor thanked Mrs Howell for her report.


Councillor P.A.Heath asked to respond to points mentioned earlier concerning 
empty shops in the town.  He pointed out that some planning laws are ridiculous 
and need to be up-dated.  He referred to the recent opening of an independent 
bookmaker in the same week as the opening of another from a large chain.  He 
said that as these businesses fall into a particular category, there was no need to 
inform the District Council of the proposed use of the shop.  He said that no one 
likes to see empty shops, particularly landlords or the Town Council, but 
bureaucracy is holding things back.  It is necessary to lobby for meaningful 
change in the planning laws before the situation worsens.

HOMESTART

The Town Clerk read out a report from HomeStart.


Mrs Kathy Butler gave her apologies for being unable to attend the Meeting.  She 
reported another busy year for HomeStart.  She was grateful for the support of the 
Town Council and explained that it costs on average £1,700 to support a typical 
family for a year and as such she is conscious that every penny donated goes to 
support this work.  She was pleased to report that nine new volunteers had been 
recruited and trained with the promise of another ten starting a course at the end 
of April.  This will give HomeStart the opportunity to support even more families 
with its unique service of home visiting.  She considered that her volunteers are 
priceless, giving something back to the community but she believed that because 
they are volunteers HomeStart is often overlooked for new initiatives and funding.  
She said that in these difficult times where there is stress, worry and anxiety about 
what the future holds for families, it is rewarding to know that people do care 
about others.  In closing, she thanked the Town Council on behalf of the families 
and hoped that budgets will allow further assistance so that HomeStart can 
continue the work it started 25 years ago.

WITHAM AND DISTRICT LIONS CLUB

Mr Tony Stote reported that the Lions Club is proud to celebrate its 29th birthday 
this year and is always ready to welcome potential new members.  He explained 
that the club provides aid for local, national and international causes.  One of the 
main projects is Diabetes Screening which has been held in Witham, Rivenhall 
and Kelvedon and the club is proud to be a recipient of the New Horizons Award 
for Diabetes Education.  He said that nearly 500 people had been tested with 40 
people referred to their doctors and one person admitted straight to hospital.


Mr Stote said that fundraising ranges from stalls in the local precinct, fayres, 
carnivals, collections and raffles.  The recent Easter Egg draw raised funds for the 
Essex Air Ambulance and Research into Crohns Disease.  Unwanted spectacles 
and hearing aids are collected for use in developing countries and the club mans 
Santa’s Grotto in the Grove Centre at Christmas.  The Lions Club is represented 
on the Christmas Lights Group and the Carnival Committee.  As well as fund 
raising 
events, the Lions meet socially so they can enjoy themselves as well as 
help others.  

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Stote for his report.


Councillor S.J. Goodfellow was pleased to hear the reports from so many 
different organisations but stressed that it was not pre-requisite for such groups to 
be in receipt of a Council grant to make such a report.  He said that it was open to 
all organisations to raise their concerns or speak about their achievements.

Councillor Miss L. Barlow  spoke as a Governor at the New Rickstone’s 
Academy that 
wanted to promote community links and asked for suggestions as 
to how this could be achieved.

4.
ACCOUNTS

The Town Clerk gave a presentation detailing the required information and 
comparison with last year’s accounts.  She said that the information needed for 
accounting purposes had changed and it was now necessary to produce an Annual 
Return.  Whilst the accounts for 2007/8 have obviously been audited, the accounts 
to the end of March 2009 are in draft form.


She detailed the balances brought forward that had increased significantly from 
last year, and the annual precept that had increased to £417,000.  She said that 
receipts for 2008/9 had risen and included from Braintree District Council £8,000 
sponsorship for the Puppet Festival, £20,000 towards the upgrade of CCTV 
equipment and £2,040 towards the Christmas Lights for the Town Hall.

The Town Clerk explained that in the present economic climate the valuation of 
the Town Hall had significantly decreased.


The Town Clerk then detailed money that would be carried over, which included 
£86,369 to upgrade the CCTV system and provide 24/7 monitoring at 
Chelmsford.  There would be a link to the local police and three additional 
cameras in the area of the railway station.  An automated number plate 
recognition camera system could be installed in an attempt to deter crime on the 
Industrial Estates and improve detection rates.  She said that money had been 
earmarked for dredging the pond on the River Walk and to provide dipping 
platforms at Whetmead.  £26,258 had been earmarked for the improvements to 
the Skateboard Park that had commenced this week.  Funds had also been 
earmarked for work in the Heritage Centre that would include interactive displays 
and space for officers to meet with the public.




RESOLVED  That the accounts be formally received.


The Town Mayor thanked the Town Clerk for her informative presentation.

5.
MATTERS RAISED BY MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC

Mrs Beryl Bailey read out her letter explaining that, whilst she would not want to 
see empty shops, did the town really need five betting shops, two disguised pawn 
shops and another cheap shop.  She asked if the Town Council could assure the 
people of Witham that it was doing everything possible to attract new businesses 
to the town to revitalise the High Street.

The Town Mayor said that people are working behind the scenes to keep the town 
vibrant.


Mr Alan Pearce spoke on behalf of the Saul’s Bridge Residents’ Association.    
He formally requested that the Town Council registers its support for the 
Residents’ Association by making a rescission relating to the Rail Trail, the 
reversing of the decision to support the lifting of the weight restriction over Saul’s 
Bridge, that a Committee should be set up to consider and implement better 
communications, and that serious consideration should be given to pull away from 
any governance by Braintree District Council.

In answer to Mrs Bailey’s point, Councillor M.C.M. Lager considered that it 
would be wonderful to have good shops in the town rather than have five betting, 
numerous charity and pawn shops.  He stressed however that this was preferable 
to empty shops.  He said that Braintree District Council had contacted all small 
shop owners to ensure that they claimed business rate relief.


He then spoke about the Annual Town Meeting and the opportunity to bring 
concerns and issues to the Town Council.  He said that as a number of Members 
are also County and District Councillors this can assist to expedite matters that are 
not in the control of the Town Council and can ensure that residents’ concerns are 
listened to.

He referred to the Blackwater Rail Trail and the consultation that occurred a long 
time ago which he considered to be now obsolete.  He believed that a public path 
overlooking residents’ bedrooms was unacceptable.  He said that the Town 
Council would listen to all views and whilst not agreeing to everything on all 
issues, it would make the best judgement in everyone’s interest.  

With regard to communications, Councillor Lager believed that this should work 
both ways, with both sides taking time to listen and using good language.  He said 
that all Town Council Meetings are open to the public who can attend and make 
representations, although he wondered whether the Agendas could be extended to 
allow comment on any subject not just on those items detailed.  He spoke about 
the Town Council Web Site and maybe for the need to use ‘blogging’ and texting.  
He agreed that the Notice Boards had seen better days and that Essex County 
Council needed to do better with regard to Agendas and Minutes being on display.  
He stressed the need to ensure that subjects are mentioned in a friendly and 
constructive way.  


Councillor G Cohen, Braintree District Councillor, referred to the Town Council’s 
intention to purchase Automatic Number Plate Recognition cameras.  He was 
surprised that no one batted an eyelid when this was mentioned as he considered 
this to be covert surveillance.  In answer to this point, Councillor Lager stressed 
that the level of crime on the industrial estates would warrant the implementation 
of this system.  Councillor B.J. Fleet said that it was a geographical fact that the 
industrial estates are in close proximity to the A12, making easy access and egress 
for criminals.


Councillor B.J. Fleet considered that everyone would wish to see a vibrant town 
centre but that the Town Council has a dilemma, as the business rates from shop 
premises go to the District Council and it would be unfair to expect Witham’s 
residents to pay through their domestic rate to benefit retailers.

Councillor S.J. Goodfellow spoke about the weight restriction on Saul’s Bridge 
which was considered by the Town Council as consultee to the County Council.  
He said that the Town Council had successfully campaigned for an HGV ban in 
Bridge Street, but asked where are HGVs supposed to go?  He said that no one 
wished HGVs to drive past their door or in the Town Centre, but it is the life 
blood of industry and commerce of this country.  Essex County Council had 
promised for a long time to provide agreed HGV routes for the town and said that 
County Councillors should be pushing for these routes before a decision is made.


Councillor Goodfellow then turned his attention to the Rail Trail and the need for 
further sensible discussion regarding the route and width of the path. 

Councillor Derrick Louis, Essex County Councillor spoke about the Saul’s Bridge 
issue and the Town Council’s support for lifting the weight restriction.  He said 
that Essex County Council had agreed not to press ahead with the lifting of the 
restriction until a traffic strategy had been agreed with Braintree District and 
Witham Town Councils.  He would expect this to be completed in June or July 
and ready for consultation in the autumn.  Councillor S.E. Hicks urged that the 
County Council undertakes surveys during term time rather than school holidays.  
Councillor Louis said in reply that it was important for surveys to be undertaken 
in both peak and non-peak periods.

The Town Mayor thanked everyone for their comments and closed the Meeting at 
9.17 p.m.


Councillor Mrs J.M. Money


Town Mayor
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