AMERSHAM    TOWN    COUNCIL

MINUTES OF 

THE ANNUAL TOWN MEETING

THE THIRTY FOURTH MEETING OF ELECTORS OF

 THE CIVIL PARISH OF AMERSHAM

was held at The Market Hall, Amersham

ON MONDAY  9 MARCH 2009 AT 7.30 PM.

CHAIRMAN:


Councillor Martin King –Town Mayor

IN ATTENDANCE:

7 members of the Public

7 members of Amersham Town Council

Elizabeth Richardson (Administration Officer)

APOLOGIES:


Councillor J P Fage




Councillor E Flynn




Councillor V Head

MINUTES:
The Minutes of the Thirty Third Town Meeting held on the 

21 April 2008 were agreed as a true record and signed by the Mayor.

ANNUAL REPORT OF THE TOWN MAYOR 
Council
Over the past year I have continued to encourage community involvement in Amersham through the Christmas Lights and Late Night Shopping Evenings, the Amersham Citizen of the Year Awards and in conjunction with our Britain in Bloom entry this year I am instigating a Clean Up Amersham Day.

A lot of comment has been made at various times about the litter in and around parts of Amersham.  Therefore, I suggested we start an annual clean up day one Sunday in Spring.  Three main reasons for this activity: to engage the local community, to improve our local environment and to add to Amersham Town Council’s Britain in Bloom entry.  The local Scouts and Guides have expressed an interest in helping on this day and I thank them for that offer.  I look forward to meeting lots of residents on this day.

After a very successful Amersham Awards Ceremony in 2008 we are continuing with this initiative.  Nominations are invited and awards will be presented on 3rd May.  Presentation will be at 3 pm followed by afternoon tea for guests.  Each award winner will receive a trophy, certificate and £50.  The purpose of these awards is to encourage participation in the community and acknowledge and affirm the people for doing this at the moment.

My nominated charity has been Scannappeal which is a registered charity that raises money for scanners and other life saving medical equipment for hospitals in Bucks including of course Amersham Hospital.  One in eight of the local population have used the equipment and it is an honour and pleasure to support this worthy charity.
Delegated Services from Buckinghamshire County Council
Having attained Quality Council status in November 2007 the Town Council entered into negotiations with Buckinghamshire County Council for Amersham Town Council to carry out some of their services.  An agreement was reached which included financial arrangements and from 1 November 2008 the Town Council has had authority to deal with a range of local matters such as graffiti overgrown hedges and trees adjacent to the highway and approval of charity event notices.  In addition the Town Council have been able to work closer with Buckinghamshire County Council on other matters an example being the procurement and spreading of salt on a heavily used footpath in the recent icy weather.

The agreement is initially for 12 months with a review to be carried out before the year is out to ascertain how successful the initiative has been, whether additional services can be added and whether the financial arrangements are satisfactory.

Community Services

Street lighting - The maintenance contract has been very poor and penalty clauses imposed in recent months.  The current contract ends on 31 March 2009 and it is anticipated the new contractor will provide a better service.  The Town Council recognises that many of the street lights are old and in need of replacement.  Accordingly a survey of the street lights has been commissioned and this will be used to calculate the costs of a replacement programme in 2010.  This may require a one off levy on the council tax in 2010/11.

Allotments - The closer liaison with allotment tenants has enabled the management of the allotments to be improved.  There is a waiting time of some 18 months – 2 years for an allotment.

Cemeteries – Stanley Hill Cemetery is the primary cemetery in Amersham.  Four acres of the cemetery have been leased to a local farmer for many years under an agricultural tenancy.  The tenancy is being terminated in September and the Town Council is researching the feasibility of using the area for “green” burials in a woodland setting.

Sports Facilities – The high standard of pitch maintenance has ensured that all the sports pitches, be it cricket or football continue to be well used generating a significant income for the Town Council.

Britain in Bloom – The Town was entered in the regional competition of Britain in Bloom for the first time in 2007 and achieved a Silver Award despite just 8 weeks to prepare. In the 2008 competition the Town went one better to obtain a Silver Gilt Award. The Town Council is now appealing to residents and businesses alike to make further efforts in the hope of achieving a Gold Award in 2009. Much of the work in previous years has been done by the Town Council and the judges wish to see evidence of community involvement. If you feel you have something to contribute then please look at our website and notice boards.

Properties – The Town Council continues to maintain its properties to as high a standard as possible.  In the next year some £20,000 has been spent on property maintenance including the installation of air source heat pumps to improve the heating and temperature control in the Market Hall as well as use of modern green technology.

Parks & Gardens – It is a primary objective of Council to maintain the parks, gardens and woodlands to the highest standard.  This is evident from the number of unsolicited comments from members of the public.  It is intended to replant an area of the Memorial Gardens in the spring and until the new shrubs and bedding become established the replanted area may appear bare in comparison.

Playgrounds – The Town Council are always looking for new or novel play equipment, an example being the ‘Rock and Cross’ arch in Hervines Park.  The latest piece of equipment on order is an Epi-centre to replace the old slide in Barn Meadow.  The Epi-centre will encourage co-operation, co-ordination and balance skills in children to the age of 12.

Festival of Art – The annual Festival of Art was held over 10 days in August with generous support of local art groups who manage, prepare and steward the event completely.  The works of art they enter are offered for sale and the Town Council’s commission generated £1377 for the Council’s charity account for distribution of local charities. Beneficiaries this year included the CAB, Pupil Referral Unit, Dial-A-Ride, Contact the Elderly, St George’s Infant School and the Amersham Band. This year the Festival of Art will be held between 7 August and 16 August 2009, and I would encourage all residents to pay a visit to the Market Hall during the Festival. 

Local charities are invited to submit applications for a grant at any time and these are considered en bloc during the autumn.

Band Concerts – These continue to be a well supported feature which are staged free of charge in the Memorial Gardens.  Financial constraints have meant that the number of concerts has had to be limited to 9 during the period May to September.  Please keep an eye on the Council website and notice boards for details of dates and bands.

Heritage Open Day – This is yet another well attended free event for residents and visitors alike.  The 2008 Heritage Open Day was probably the best attended and most successful to date helped by a great extent by the very fine weather.  Arrangements are well advanced for the 2009 Heritage Open Day but again the financial climate may affect commercial sponsorship. Chiltern District Council have withdrawn all support for tourism including Heritage Open Day and therefore the range of activities might be a little less than in previous years unless a major sponsor comes forward.
Finance and General Purposes

Finances – 

Careful management over the year has ensured the projected revenue expenditure will be within the budget and revenue income will exceed the budget.  The net out turn to 31 March 2009 is projected to show a surplus of approximately £40,000.  

The Council’s reserve funds have been invested with highly rated secure sources and as a consequence there has been no loss of any capital unlike some other local authorities. However like all other investors the expected income from investment interest will not have been realised in the current financial year to 31 March 2009 and, given the general state of capital markets, there is likely to be a shortfall in 2009/10 from the budget for investment income, which was set some months ago.

The Town Council’s precept for 2009/10 has been agreed and £506,945 will be raised from the council tax payers, though it is anticipated that a further £56,000 will be needed to be drawn from reserves to meet the requirements of the budget for the coming year. This will all result in a council tax of in respect of Amersham Town Council of some £76, being an increase of approximately £4 per annum on a band D property.

Projects – 

Councillors and staff have put in very considerable effort over the course of the past year to ensure that in relation to the proposed Barn Meadow refurbishments, effective communication and consultation took place with a wide spectrum of the community.  After much deliberation and discussion Council has decided not to proceed with the project at the present time due to issues related to the current economic uncertainty and securing adequate finance.

Christmas Lights – 

Following the difficulties of 2007 the Town Mayor and councillors worked very hard in partnership with both the Amersham Society and Amersham Action Group to ensure the seasonal display and late night shopping took place in 2008.  There were significant repair and replacement costs of £11,500 and a further £8,500 was spent putting up the lights, maintaining them over the 5 weeks and removing them at the end of the season.  Donations of £1,000 from Tesco, £2,400 from local businesses and £1,560 from other sources left the Town Council and therefore council tax payers to pick up the balance of £12,230.  In the coming weeks small businesses are being asked to make standing order payments toward the 2009 celebrations to support the contributions by local residents through their council tax, whilst the multi-nationals are being approached via their regional offices since the local managers claim they do not have any discretion to support the local community.  We would welcome any additional local support for this.

Little Chalfont Parish Council – 

Following the separation of Little Chalfont in 2007 with the creation of a new parish council, there has been a claim for a proportion of Amersham Town Council’s reserves to be paid to them.

The Town Council has sought advice from a number of sources including a barrister’s opinion in relation to the legal obligations in respect of the claim.  After considering the advice received, a payment of £85,000 was made to Little Chalfont Parish Council.  Little Chalfont Parish Council were not satisfied with this payment and after further discussions a mediator was appointed in the hope that this would see the situation resolved without recourse to legal action and its inevitable costs.  As a consequence Amersham Town Council has proposed a further and final payment of £50,000 be made. This has now been accepted.  These payments have reduced the Town Council’s reserves significantly, the impact of which will have been noted in other areas of this report.

However, contrary to some unfounded speculation in the local press, I am pleased to say that our relationship with Little Chalfont Parish Council is an excellent one, and we look forward to working closely with them as good neighbours going forward.

Planning
The Town Council on behalf of residents, has submitted an application for a change to the Definitive Map for a public right of way across the Amersham & Wycombe College.  A decision is still awaited before considering the proposals offered by the College.

Central government’s changes to the planning system and permitted development have reduced the number of planning applications being submitted.   Whilst over 90% of applications submitted to Chiltern District Council are determined by the planning officer all applications for Amersham are considered by your councillors at the Town Council.

Strong efforts and comments are made to ensure all development in Amersham is appropriate and the proposals for Raans field and the Amersham & Wycombe College sites are the current major concerns.

Consistent with the apparent downturn in the overall number of planning applications received by Chiltern District Council during the last year, the number of planning applications within Amersham has dropped from 404 during 2007 to 337 during 2008.
Presentation on the River Misbourne 

by Mr John Taylor, Chairman of the Chiltern Society 
Mr Taylor spoke about the chalk streams of the Chilterns and outlined the work of the Chiltern Society in helping to preserve the River Misbourne.  He described the on-going issues of the Misbourne valley, in particular the dry patch of the river around Chalfont St Giles.  Mr Taylor then outlined the options and actions which would be necessary to address the problem of adequate river flow through this section.
Voluntary Organisation Reports

1. Chiltern Youth Centre
Mr Paul Williams, Bucks County Council Youth Worker, gave a brief talk on the activities of the youth club and in particular the recent visit of eight members of the Amersham School to Dresden.  He mentioned how much the students had enjoyed this educational trip and emphasised how it succeeded in strengthening links with Amersham’s twin town of Bensheim.  He concluded his talk by thanking the Town Council for its grant contribution towards the cost of the trip.
2. The Amersham Band
Mr Fred Harrison, Chairman of the Amersham Band opened his presentation by outlining the aims of the band and giving a brief account of its history since the 1890’s.  He described the competitions and events attended by the band and how the band is funded.  He ended his presentation by thanking the Town Council for its grant towards the band’s running costs. 

3. Citizens Advise Bureau
Mr Ian Nixey, District Manager of the Chiltern CAB gave a brief talk on the work of the CAB and summarised the scale and variety of the help it offers.  He explained how the CAB is funded and how the grant awarded by the Town Council has been used to improve IT equipment.
Public Questions
The matter was raised of the traveller caravans currently parked illegally near Whielden Gate.  It was reported that attempts are currently being made to have the caravans moved.








Meeting Closed at 8.55 pm
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