Minutes of the Annual Town Meeting held 22nd April 2008.  Cont’d.
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The Town Mayor welcomed everyone to the Annual Town Meeting and introduced Councillors Mrs Janet Money, his Deputy and Chairman of the Community Committee and Councillor Michael Lager, Chairman of the Resources Committee.


APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence were received from Brooks Newmark, MP and Councillor S.E. Hicks who would be late.

1.
MINUTES

RESOLVED  That the Minutes of the Annual Town Meeting held on 23rd April 2007 be confirmed as a true record and signed by the Chairman.

2.
REPORTS
TOWN MAYOR’S REPORT
The Town Mayor explained that it had been a challenging year for the Town Council after an election with a large turn over of Councillors and slight adjustments made to Committees.  He gave his thanks for all the support from fellow Councillors and Town Hall staff.
He said that the Town Council had gone forward with continuing improvements to the River Walk and a dedicated workforce making a noticeable difference.  He cited an example of flexible working in that the broken seat outside the library had been repaired quickly and efficiently by the Town Council operatives.  

He said that the Town Council was striving to build partnerships with both the District and County Councils.  Progress was being achieved with the County Council but disappointingly not with Braintree District Council that appeared not to listen, ignored Town Council letters and delayed responses.  He considered this to be unacceptable and lobbying for improvements would be necessary along with Town Councillors attending District Council Meetings to make representations on behalf of the town.
He believed that the Town Council was accountable to the town and considered the Council gives good value for money.  He urged residents to complain if the Town Council was not succeeding.

The Town Mayor said that it had been a privilege to represent the town where he has lived all his life.
ESSEX POLICE
Inspector Neil Murray explained that he had been the Area or Section Inspector in Witham for the past fourteen months, the longest serving inspector in the town for a number of years.  He said that it was a privilege to work in Witham and spoke of the co-operation of residents, the Town Council and Industrial Watch, who all wanted to make a difference.  He said that the Police aimed to provide reassurance and high visibility and was pleased to report that the Assistant Chief Constable who lives in Witham, considers this is being achieved.  He spoke of the successful partnership with the Town Council and that the matched funded Police Community Support Officer would shortly be joined by an additional Support Officer.  
Inspector Murray considered that by having established officers and community ‘bobbies’, performance is being improved, crimes reduced and detection rates are increasing.  He said that Neighbourhood Action Panels had been set up whereby local residents can set priorities which normally relate to social, quality of life issues.  He was impressed that the Town Council was continuing its efforts to obtain a CCTV system that would not only record crime being committed but act as a deterrent, catch criminals and are proactive in preventing crimes.
In summing up Inspector Murray thanked both the Town Council and residents of Witham for their support and gave the assurance that he wished to stay in post and continue to make a difference to the town.

The Town Mayor thanked Inspector Murray for his report and the dedication of Police and Community Support Officers who give the town a better feeling.

CITIZENS ADVICE BUREAU
Mr Paul Hart, District Manager of Braintree, Halstead and Witham CAB, explained that the Town Council grant of £9,000 is used to part fund the Debt Support Service.  He said that in 2007/8 the total cost of the service was £38,400 with grants from Essex County Council, Shergroup and HBOS funding the remainder.  

He said that 41% of the 613 clients that contacted the Debt Service were from Witham, the Meeting was shocked to hear that the total debt amounted to nearly £4.6 million with the most common debt being from the use of credit cards.  Average debt was £5,750 but it was not uncommon to encounter clients with total debts, excluding mortgage, of £40,000 or more.  88% of the debt clients were of working age with just 32% being in full time employment and 19% part time or self employed.
Mr Hart was concerned about the steep increases in the cost of living and the effects of the credit crunch which will result in personal insolvencies, possession hearings for both mortgage and rent arrears; and levels of indebtedness.  

He said that new volunteers are always sought and that the CAB was grateful for the continuing support of the Town Council.

Councillor M.C.M. Lager asked Mr Hart whether there is scope to provide a co-ordinated response to advice and to work with other agencies.  Mr Hart agreed that there is often a fragmented approach with agencies over lapping and duplication occurring.  He was concerned that when passed from pillar to post clients will often fall by the wayside.  He said that the CAB offers an holistic approach to a whole range of problems including relationships, debt, housing and employment issues.  Clients will have a number of problems and the advisors work to unravel them all.  He added that the CAB is often the gateway to advice with clients referred to specialists.
The Town Mayor thanked Mr Hart for his report.

WITHAM CARNIVAL ASSOCIATION
Mr Tony Stote, Chairman of the Witham Carnival Association, detailed the improvements made by the new Carnival Association, which ensured a safer and shorter route for the carnival procession.  The good weather in 2007 added to a successful event with record entries into the procession with floats from local youth and business organisations, bands, radio stations and visiting carnival courts.  He was pleased to report the super response from Witham people not only to the procession but later in the park.

He was proud of the Witham Carnival Court, marvellous ambassadors who represented Witham throughout the past year and welcomed the tremendous support given by local businesses, organisations, the police and St John Ambulance Brigade.

Mr Stote thanked the Town Council for its generosity and support.

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Stote for his report.  He echoed Mr Stote’s comments regarding the Carnival Court who had blossomed and grown in confidence during their year of office.

In answer to a question, Mr Stote explained that he too would like to see more decorations in the town on Carnival Day but he understood that some banks and building societies are not allowed to decorate their premises.  Concern was expressed that last year the traffic control was inadequate and Mr Stote made the assurance that these problems have been addressed.  Mr Stote said that money raised is used to support charities in the town, especially for young people.  
HOME-START
Mrs Kathy Butler, Senior Co-ordinator of Witham, Braintree and Halstead Home-Start, explained that Home-Start had been set up in Witham almost twenty five years ago.  Home-Start offers a unique service to families in their own homes.  She explained the isolation of young, single mothers on estates and how volunteers offer a listening ear, a shoulder to cry on or practical support.  She hoped that the Town Council, that had given so much support over the years, would help them celebrate their twenty fifth anniversary in August.  
She said that volunteers had spent 1,344 hours helping families in need.  Each volunteer gives two hours a week which is a lifeline for those with a child on dialysis or a parent with terminal cancer.  She explained that in addition a Family Group for Mothers or Fathers is held weekly giving the children an opportunity for creative play.  She said that she is now seeing adults that were helped when small, bring their own children for assistance.  She explained that she works closely with Churches, schools and particularly with Witham Lions.  She thanked Tony Stote and his colleagues who supply food and toys at Christmas for her to distribute to her families preventing them from getting in to debt.  She added that it was especially pleasing to see those who Home-Start had helped, come back as volunteers.
The Town Mayor thanked Mrs Butler for her report.

SPORTING FACILITIES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE
Councillor Bill Rose, Witham Town and Braintree District Councillor, considered that there is a need for Voluntary Groups to work together.  He was pleased to inform the Meeting that the Witham Hockey Club runs a weekly session for young people at a cost of just £1.  He said that not all families could afford expensive swimming lessons, but this was one activity they could.  He also referred to the many young people practising in the cricket nets.  He considered that there are many groups and organisations such as these making a difference in the town.
Mr Scott, Benton Close, Witham, asked what would happen if Bramston closed.  The Town Mayor explained that he had been trying without success to gain sight of the Feasibility Study for Bramston as both the District and County Council were denying responsibility.  Mr Scott and others at the Meeting expressed their concerns about possible closure of not only the pool but the sports centre.  The Town Mayor appreciated the sentiments and reiterated the difficulties he had encountered.  He referred to Rickstones Pavilion as another example of not being given answers and likewise the cost to ratepayers of the new swimming pool at Braintree.  In answer to a question, the Town Mayor said that Bramston is run by DC Leisure and has another four years of a ten year contract to run.  
WITHAM IN BLOOM CONSERVATION GROUP
Mrs Annie Northfield, Witham in Bloom Co-ordinator, thanked the Town Council for the opportunity to speak, the generous grant and invaluable support.  She said that despite the difficult year for the commercial sector, she had still been able to match the Town Council’s grant.  She was proud of the floral displays in the town and hoped that this year would be even better.  She explained that WIB organise three litter picks each year, volunteers maintain the Spa Road roundabout, the borders outside the Magistrates Court, Cressing Road and Rickstones Road.  In addition work is undertaken at the Railway Station and a Silver Award was achieved in the Anglia in Bloom Competition.  
She said that an annual Open Gardens scheme is organised each year along with a plant stall in June with funds raised split between WIB and Farleigh Hospice.  A recent Quiz night raised £600 and was attended by 75 people.  Gala dinners are also held to raise funds.  Planting projects have been undertaken at Southview 
School, competitions for children organised and an Awards Presentation evening held at John Bramston School.  The Annual Awards Evening is held in September but she was sad to report that they have no main sponsor for this event.

The Town Mayor thanked Mrs Northfield for her report.

WITHAM AND BRAINTREE RAILUSERS
Mr Rod Lane, first congratulated the Town Council on the International Puppet Festival which he considered to be the envy of many a large town.  He spoke of the serious disruptions at the start of the year with the closure of Liverpool Street Station.  He said that further disruption was likely with the advent of upgrading the overhead wires and said that an assurance had been given that delays would be kept to a minimum.

He was concerned that the Maltings Lane estate was still without a bus service to the station and disappointed that parking restrictions in Cypress Road had been implemented before a strategic review of car parking.  He considered that a planned approach to parking was required as commuters need somewhere to park.

In answer to a question, Mr Lane said that bike racks had been planned for the station car park but they would take up space desperately needed for cars.

The Town Mayor thanked Mr Lane for his report.

WITHAM TWINNING ASSOCIATION
Mrs Janet Bentley, spoke on behalf of the Twinning Association and thanked the Town Council for the opportunity to speak and for the support given throughout the year.  She explained that it had been another busy year for the association which needed to adapt to a changing world and therefore it has become part of the Essex and Suffolk Twinning Congress.
She said that two main exchange trips are organised each year by the hard working committee.  She said that a Publicity Sub-Committee had been set up and a 30 minute presentation was now available.  She explained that the Twinning Association supports various sports tournaments in the twinned towns, visitors will come from Germany in May and a five day trip to Waldbroel has been arranged for August for which there are still places available at a cost of £100 per adult and £25 per accompanied child.

The Town Mayor thanked Mrs Bentley for her report.

SECONDARY EDUCATION
Councillor Phil Barlow, Witham Town Council and Governor at the Rickstones School, was pleased to announce that designate heads had been appointed for the proposed academies.

He continued that despite the change in administration, the Town Council supports the community and partnerships have been evolved.  He cited the Twinning Association as an example that had been originally funded and supported but was now self sufficient.  Witham in Bloom had been set up by the Town Council before becoming an independent group with funding from the Council.  He considered that organisations like the CAB would always require funding.  He said that it would cost far more to employ professionals rather than to make use of the voluntary sector.  He spoke of the Town Council’s help to the disadvantaged.
Mr Tony Stote, asked whether the Academies would take selected pupils or local children.  Councillor Barlow said that the ethos of the proposed academies would be as inclusive as possible and the governors and principals would not agree to selection.  Mr Stote considered that people are fearful of selectiveness as they do not understand the proposed changes.  Councillor Barlow said that the feasibility stage would be completed by the end of May and the additional detail available then should allay people’s fears.
CHRISTMAS LIGHTS WORKING GROUP
Mrs Sandra Howell, Chairman of the Christmas Lights Working Group detailed the background to the setting up of the group in 2005 and the organisations that are represented.  She explained that the main function of the group is to recommend a supplier and to choose the decorations.  She considered that much expertise has been gained as they had learnt by their mistakes.  She said that the street crossover displays were limited because of their weight.  She spoke of the input from the local community and the coffee mornings held to raise awareness.  She said that the group was overwhelmed by the number of entries into the Christmas Shop Window competition last year.  She added that the contract with the Christmas lights supplier has now ended so the procedure to find a new one has begun.
The Town Mayor thanked Mrs Howell for her report and commented on last year’s display that had brightened the High Street.

3.
ACCOUNTS

The Town Clerk detailed the Accounts for the years ended 31st March 2007 and 2008.
She explained that the three main Committees, Community, Environment and Resources have the power to spend money.  She then highlighted the Puppet Festival and explained that as the District Council is no longer running the Festival, the Town Council has undertaken the task.  She considered that the open spaces maintained by the Town Council are ‘jewels in the crown’ and she is proud with the results particularly on the River Walk.  She said that the Youth Council had an enjoyable trip to the Houses of Parliament and that there is a new Editor for the Newsletter who has produced good results.
The Town Clerk detailed the Earmarked Reserves, in the main for capital projects, hopefully to be undertaken this year.

In answer to a question, the Town Clerk explained that the Witham to Maldon Railway line is maintained by Essex County Council that will undertake any upgrading.

Mr Hunt complained about the condition of some of the paths on the River Walk.  The Town Clerk explained that as part of the transfer of the River Walk to the Town Council, Braintree District Council had undertaken to repair and upgrade the paths.  Unfortunately funding had been unforthcoming until now and it is understood that the work will be undertaken in the next few months.




RESOLVED  That the Accounts be received and noted.

4.
MATTERS RAISED BY MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
Mr Tom Hewitt congratulated the Town Mayor on his report and considered that the Town Council is doing a brilliant job.  He said that the Town Council is accessible, accountable and responsive, a wonderful example of local democracy in action.  He felt that the current arrangements with the District Council were not satisfactory.  This is reflected by comments in the local newspapers, residents are angry at the unfairness of taxation and expenditure by the District Council.  He believed that it was a mistake to be amalgamated with Braintree thirty four years ago.  Services and facilities are pouring into Braintree and with the advent of a new Witham Constituency he considered that the situation would worsen. He reckoned that local democracy is superior and asked if there was support for a local poll as to whether Witham residents wish to no longer be governed as part of Braintree.  He believed that if residents support the statement, which is what local democracy is all about then Braintree District Council would need to amend its ways.

The proposal ‘Do you agree that Witham should no longer be governed as part of Braintree District?’ was seconded.

The Town Clerk advised that the law says a poll must be held if 10 or more, or a third of those present, request it.  It was ascertained that 31 people present had the power to vote.  She added that if a poll was undertaken it could cost the Town Council in the region of £7,000 to £12,000. 
Mr Tony Stote, urged that people vote with their heads rather than their hearts.  He said that the implications could result in double the cost of taxation.  This was supported by the view that instead of breaking away, the Town Council should have more power as it was considered that the District Council always has its own way.

The Town Mayor said that there are sixteen Members of the Town Council.  There are ten Witham Members on the District Council that has a total of sixty Members.  He considered that the proposal sounded good but asked if it would be beneficial.

Councillor Bill Rose (BDC and WTC) explained that he is a District Councillor as well as being a Town Councillor.  He gave the assurance that Witham’s case is put forward.
Councillor Phil Barlow (WTC) said that such issues are the province of Central Government, if the poll supports the statement, it would show the District Council that the people of Witham are disappointed with its responses and services.  He said that before the change in the District Council’s administration five years ago, matters between the Councils were much better, now three or four letters are sent before a response is received.
Mr Malcolm Mead considered that the people and town of Witham are neglected, as they pay the same tax as those living in Braintree.  He believed that this poll would show that Witham means business.

Councillor Michael Lager (BDC and WTC) considered the views useful to be heard.  He is proud to live in the town and thought the comments unfair.  He said that Braintree District Council is working to make major improvements, costing up to a million pounds, to Maldon Road Park.  Independence from Braintree had been around a long time but would not work.  Smaller authorities are merging to make economies and the Government would not allow a break away by Witham.  He said that whilst both Essex County and Braintree District Councils are capped, Parish and Town Councils are not, so local taxation could increase however it was important not to be a burden on residents.  He explained that he is also a District Councillor.  The Witham Local Committee gives residents the chance to air their views just like the Town Council Meetings.  He spoke of the proposed changes in Secondary Education in the town, the transfer of Chipping Hill school to new premises, the installation of a new all weather pitch costing one million pounds.  He considered that Witham is well on the way to becoming the best town in Essex and breaking away from the District Council would not attribute to this.
Councillor Wayne Tearle (WTC) said that he had lived all his life in Witham.  He understood residents’ concerns that they are living under the shadow of Braintree, which has Freeport and many shops, although not on the mainline railway.  People from Witham have to travel elsewhere to shop.  Despite being a great place to live he considered that residents have had enough.  He said that the District Councillors present have heard everyone’s views and the local press will report on the Meeting.  It is a costly exercise to hold a poll and public money should be spent wisely.
A view was given that whilst money is being spent on Maldon Road Park, Braintree has hospitals yet there is not even a walk-in clinic in Witham.

Mr Rod Lane said that it was not the responsibility of the District Council to provide medical facilities but the Primary Caret Trust.  The people of Witham feel poorly served but a newspaper poll would mean money could be spent on community projects.

Councillor Dr Bob Evans (BDC) understood everyone’s emotions but stressed the importance of being realistic as there was no chance to break away from the District Council.  He said that there may be evidence to support people’s views but he urged everyone to think carefully before voting for a poll.  He suggested that Braintree District Council be lobbied for better services and petitioned.
Councillor Mrs Sandra Howell (BDC) agreed with Dr Evans.  She could feel everyone’s emotion on this issue and understood the desire to break away from the District Council.  She gave the assurance that Halstead feels the same, but the District Council disagrees that Braintree has all the facilities and services.  She urged that both the District and Town Councillors be used to promote Witham.

Mrs Beryl Bailey understood why people’s emotions were running high.  She was concerned at the demise of the High Street with only charity shops and estate agents opening.  She felt that the District Council was not doing anything for the Town Centre.  She referred to the Maltings Lane Development and said that the close proximity to the A12 would cause its residents to travel elsewhere as there is nothing in the town centre to attract them.  She asked that builders inject money into revitalising the Town Centre.  She added that she was concerned about the possible demise of Bramston and would like to see a new swimming pool in the town.  
Councillor Steve Goodfellow (WTC) understood that nothing would come from a poll in practical terms, but it would demonstrate the sense of frustration felt by many of the District Council’s inability to listen and respond.  He said that the District Council does not put money into schools but it is responsible for the Community Halls.  He referred to the scheme to improve these halls and whilst some improvements had been made at Spring Lodge, in the north of the town, Rickstones Pavilion had closed as it is unsafe to use.  He said that if no outside funding is available for Maldon Road Park, the District Council will make no improvements.  He complained that despite many enquiries, no knowledge is available concerning Bramston.  He suggested that a poll might be the only way to get the District Council to take notice although it would be costly to the Town Council.  He also asked why Witham receives the lowest Parish Support Grant, and explained that despite numerous enquiries the District Council is unable to respond adequately.  
Mr Malcolm Mead spoke of local democracy and considered that the issue is party political.

Mr Tom Hewitt found the debate interesting as the public had focused on the breaking away from the District Council.  He had tried to choose the wording carefully.  He was conscious of people’s manifold and varied concerns but also of the cost that a poll would incur.  He recognised that economies can also be made by smaller councils working together.  The Local Government Act gave the power for functions to be devolved to the lowest possible level.  He hoped that the District Council would see the errors of its ways and work towards local democracy and decentralisation.  
A vote was taken for a poll to be held and four people voted for the proposal.

The Town Mayor said that the feelings of the public were obvious.  Both the County and District Councils would appear to be giving the wrong perception.  If Witham as a town is getting a far deal this should be shown.  He considered that contradictory statements by the District Council add to these feelings.  He hoped that the local newspapers would take the concerns of Witham’s residents on board.  He was concerned that the District Council gave the view that they did not care about Witham.  He said that despite the vote against the proposal these issues should be taken forward.
The Town Mayor advised the Meeting of the forthcoming Joint Members’ Surgery on Saturday 17th May at the Library, when residents would have an opportunity to talk to the MP and Members of Essex County, Braintree District and Witham Town Councils.  

VISION FOR WITHAM
Councillor Dr Bob Evans complimented the Town Council on the River Walk and considered that it had been the right decision to transfer management from the District Council.  He appreciated the work of Witham in Bloom and their tireless efforts to improve the town.
He had asked to talk about the Vision for Witham as an opportunity for the public to engage with their Councillors.  He referred to the Town Council’s Environment Meeting held on 26th March 2008 and the suggestion that better transport links are needed before Stansted Airport expansion is agreed.  He spoke of the neglect by the Primary Care Trust, how it was proposed to extend services in other towns but not in Witham.  He was concerned about the lack of reliable information relating to Bramston which is run by DC Leisure.

Councillor Michael Lager said that a strong letter of objection had been sent to the Primary Care Trust complaining that Witham had not been selected for 24/7 care and again Dr Zollinger-Read’s report had been bypassed.

The Town Mayor said that the Witham Local Committee had been asked to hold a Public Meeting relating to Stansted Airport expansion.

He said that he had asked about Bramston Swimming Pool and Sports Centre at full Council.  He stressed the importance of not being deterred and would continue to ask for answers.
Councillor Phil Barlow  reiterated the points regarding the lack of medical facilities in the town and said that Witham is the only significant urban centre not to have these services.

Councillor Bill Rose (BDC and WTC) said that he is lobbying the Care Trust particularly in view of its comments that facilities are needed but that there is no obvious solution.

The Town Mayor in closing the Meeting thanked everyone for their attendance and contributions.

The Meeting closed at 10.07 p.m.

Councillor P.A. Heath

Town Mayor

AH/GK 28.4.2008
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