AMERSHAM    TOWN    COUNCIL

MINUTES OF 

THE ANNUAL TOWN MEETING

THE THIRTY FIFTH MEETING OF ELECTORS OF

 THE CIVIL PARISH OF AMERSHAM

was held at The Market Hall, Amersham

ON MONDAY  15 MARCH 2010 AT 7.30 PM.

CHAIRMAN:


Councillor Martin Phillips –Town Mayor

IN ATTENDANCE:

21 members of the Public

6 members of Amersham Town Council

Town Clerk (D Knowles)
Town Clerk designate (J Wheeler)

APOLOGIES:


Councillor M D Lacey




Councillor E Flynn




Councillor Miss M J White




Councillor M Andrews-Reading
MINUTES:
The Minutes of the Thirty Fourth Town Meeting held on the 

9 March 2009 were agreed as a true record and signed by the Mayor.

TOWN COUNCIL ANNUAL REPORT

Council

The Town Council offices in the Magistrates Court have been closed today to enable an upgrade to the Court House to take place.

The Town Council offices are from today located in Deacon House, St Mary’s Court on the Broadway in Amersham Old Town for approximately six months.  Whilst the Town Council has a lease for the Court House accommodation until 2016 it was hoped recently that permanent freehold accommodation could be secured.  This fell through as the owner of the property identified was not prepared to sell the property for a sum that was acceptable to the Council or District Valuer.  Unless there is a change of mind by this property owner or other suitable premises become available the Town Council will return to the Court House during the summer.

This brings me to the summer activities which is a very busy time of the year for the Town Council.

Band Concerts
There is a series of band concerts held in the Memorial Gardens on selected Sunday afternoons.  Over the last few years these have become increasingly popular especially with afternoon teas being available from the “Tea Tent”.  Details of these are on the Town Council website, notice boards and newsletter.  They are also publicised by the sign erected in the Gardens during the week preceding each concert.

Amersham Christmas Lights
Everyone enjoys seeing the town lit up for the Christmas period, but who should take responsibility of installation and pay for the lights have proved quite a problem.  For children the magic of Christmas starts when the lights come on at the beginning of December, (it must be soon the lights are on!).

Amersham Town Councillors have been reluctant to take on responsibility for providing the Christmas lights in the town, but with the demise of the Chamber of Commerce recognise that currently there is no other organisation available to fund and organise “the Lights”.

In 2009 we launched “Sponsor a Light Bulb” with the object of raising money and public awareness about the cost of providing the lights for Christmas.  We took the appeal to the Carnival and Heritage Day events and a windy Saturday morning on St. Michael’s forecourt members of the public were invited to pay £1 for a bulb and a chance to win the opportunity to help switch on the tree lights at the Amersham on the Hill Christmas Festival.  Several hundred £’s were raised and we plan to repeat the appeal this year.  We hope you will be able to spare a pound or two and support the appeal.

We were also fortunate that several local businesses made some donations larger than a £1.  Anyone interested in making a large donation or sponsorship at any time during the year should contact the Town Council.

The Amersham Society, with the support of the Old Amersham Business Association, and Amersham Action Group again organising Christmas Festivals in the Old Town and Sycamore Road respectively the residents had opportunities to enjoy the lights on two festive occasions with carols and traditional entertainments. 

Our new Town Crier, Mark Jones, was on hand to help with ringing his bell and shouting news as the evening progressed.

The late night shopping in 2010 will be held on Friday, 10 December in Amersham on the Hill, organised by the Amersham Action Group and the Old Town event will be on Thursday, 2nd December, organised again by the Amersham Society.

Devolved Services from Buckinghamshire County Council

For the last 18 months the Town Council have taken on the responsibility for a number of services from BCC.  This has enabled the Town Council to respond rapidly to overgrown trees and footpaths, fly posting and latterly salting of the Town Centre pavements during the snowfall.  With the skills and equipment we have there have also been a number of one-off jobs we have done on behalf of BCC; most noticeably the digging of a trench on land at Whielden Street to prevent the regular traveller encampment. The way in which Amersham Town Council has managed this scheme has been recognised as a model and it is hoped we will be able to extend it to neighbouring parishes for their benefit. There is no cost to the Town Council since BCC reimburse the Town Council for the costs.  

Amersham in Bloom
Perhaps the most significant achievement of the Town and its residents has been the Regional Thames and Chilterns in Bloom Initiative.  The Town first entered this competition following the local election in 2007 and with just 8 weeks to prepare managed a Silver Award.  We were pleasantly surprised in 2008 when the Town was awarded a Silver Gilt.  With increasing participation from businesses, pubs, hotels and residents, the 2009 entry was a genuine community initiative led by Cllr Ros Aitken.  We were astounded when at the presentation in Newbury last September the Town achieved a Gold Award, was also the winner in the Town Category and won the Best Portfolio Award.  To complete the clean sweep, Chestnut Lane School won the Mark Matlock Cup for the best school in Buckinghamshire, Berkshire and Oxfordshire.  This was a truly remarkable achievement within just three years.

The 2010 entry kicks off with the Town Spring Clean Up on 25 April for which we would welcome the support of residents and organisations.  More details of this can be found on the Town Council web-site or just call the office.

Similarly, if you wish to be part of the Amersham in Bloom initiative then just let the Town Council staff or Cllr Ros Aitken know.  Participation might be an entry into the Hanging Basket/Front Garden or one of the other categories in the local competition – judging takes place on 1 July with prizes of £50 presented at the Carnival on 10 July.

Furthermore, if you wish to become actively involved in organising the event then please contact Cllr Aitken or the Town Council office.  I can assure you that this is not one of those bureaucratic talk shops but a get on and do it from blue sky thinking.

Amersham will also be hosting the Regional Award Ceremony on 30 September when delegates from across the Thames and Chilterns Region will descend on the Town.

Citizen of the Year Awards
Cllr Martin King introduced this award scheme in 2008 and I will continue with the scheme.  Nominations are welcome for “Citizen of the Year”, “Senior Citizen”, “Junior Citizen”, “Sportsperson of the Year” and “Business Award”.

Nominations are required by 12 April with award presentations taking place on 2 May.  Further details and nomination forms are available from the website or from the Town Council office.

Streetlighting
As was mentioned at last year’s Town meeting a survey of all Amersham Town Council’s streetlights was carried out in the summer of 2009.  As a result 15 columns have been replaced in Chestnut Lane, a further 12 columns at various locations are being replaced before the end of March and a further 20 columns will be replaced in the coming financial year.  The total cost of this programme has or will amount to sum £50,000.

Cemeteries
Following on from last year’s report I can confirm that the “Green” woodland burial site has been designed and trees planted out to provide a copse and woodland setting extending from Willow Wood with access from Stanley Hill Cemetery.  Once the area has matured a little we will begin to offer a “green burial” provision in a peaceful woodland setting. Fees and regulations will be considered in the next few months.

Sports Pitches, Pavilions, Halls, Gardens and Playgrounds
Whilst there have been no significant changes in these facilities they all continue to be maintained to the highest possible standard.  Judging from the complimentary comments and lack of adverse complaints this has been recognised and appreciated by residents.

Community Events
Heritage Open Day

I can announce that Heritage Open Day will take place again on 12 September which judging from previous years will be a great success giving pleasure to many residents and visitors alike.  So do come along for a fine day out which will cost you nothing other than perhaps a cup of tea or an ice cream.

Festival of Art
The 30th annual Festival of Art was held over ten days in August with generous support of local art groups who manage, prepare and steward the event completely.  The works of art they entered were offered for sale and as a result the commission on the sale of 49 paintings that were sold generated £1,520 for the Council’s charity account for distribution to local charities.  Beneficiaries in 2009 included Age Concern, Elderly Christmas Day Lunch, CRUSE and Workaid.  This year the Festival of Art will be held between 7 and 16 August 2010 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.

Town Council Financial Report
The Town Council’s finances have been severely strained since the formation of Little Chalfont Parish Council in 2007.

When Little Chalfont parish Council was formed on 1 April 2007 the financial year 2007/08 saw a reduction of £100,000 or 25% in income from the properties lost to Little Chalfont yet Amersham Town Council’s workload reduced by only 8% as there were few property or maintenance commitments transferred to Little Chalfont.  Much of the reduction in income was recovered by the contract charges for work Amersham Town Council staff did for Little Chalfont Parish Council.  In addition, Chiltern District Council imposed a levy of £174,000 on Amersham Town Council for Little Chalfont Parish Council’s running costs in 2007/08. In 2008/09 the contract work for Little Chalfont Parish Council was reduced and the income therefore fell by some £20,000 over the year.  Furthermore Little Chalfont Parish Council claimed a total of £118,000 from Amersham Town Council’s reserves.  

In the current year 2009/10 investment income has fallen considerably and a fall of some £15,000 is predicted for the year end 31 March 2010.

To keep the council tax to a minimum, despite these pressures, it has been necessary to use reserve funds over the last couple of years to meet the revenue costs.  The domestic comparison is to be dipping into savings intended for house repairs, holidays or car etc in order to pay the milk bill!

Amersham Town Council’s element of the council tax for next year, 2010/11 will increase by £1.91 for each Band D property in Amersham. This has been achieved only through a 6% reduction in operating costs on last year and a by a further £25,000 being taken from reserves. The income has fallen further with a significant reduction of some £50,000 in the Little Chalfont contract work and little prospect of the investment income increasing in the immediate future. 

All of these factors since 2007 have now accumulated to such an extent that further revenue savings will not be possible without serious risks to cuts in services, standards or facilities.  The reserves have been reduced to such a low level that property repairs or maintenance and replacement equipment and vehicles will likely not be possible without a significant rise in council tax in the near future.  Vehicle replacements alone will require setting aside £21,000 per annum for the next 5 years to meet scheduled replacement as vehicles reach the end of their economic life.  This would require a £3 per annum increase in council tax levied by Amersham Town Council just for vehicles, add to that other commitments, inflation and increasing revenue costs, which when compared to the increase of £1.91 for 2010/11 highlights the precarious position of the Town Council’s current finances.  The challenge for the coming year will be to ensure that we operate as efficiently as possible, delivering services while maximising our income and addressing our reserves position.

Bucks Primary Care Trust
Mr E Macalister-Smith gave a presentation on the role and issues of the Bucks Primary Care Trust.  The presentation covered issues of finances, performance of the Primary Care Trust in areas of management and clinical care.  Future proposals for the PCT were covered including revised out of hours GP cover and areas of liaison with Bucks County Council.

Mr. Macalister-Smith responded to questions from those present which included;

1. Transfer away from Amersham of clinics and equipment donated by residents of Amersham to the hospital.
2. Staffing and employment costs of the Primary Care Trust.

3. Duplication of services between Bucks County Council and Primary Care Trust (e.g. child care and elderly services).

4. Future of Amersham Hospital which Mr. Macalister-Smith assured was secure as there was a PFI commitment with a long term contract in place.
Questions from the Electors
The Town Mayor reported on the recent announcement of the high speed rail link proposals and impact on Amersham.  The Mayor advised that a public meeting had been arranged at the Misbourne School for residents of Amersham, Great Missenden and Wendover.  It was suggested that a joint submission by the affected communities may be more effective than a number of individual submissions.
The Town Clerk responded to questions on the maintenance costs of Barn Meadow sports ground and rumoured proposals of floral displays in the summer.









Meeting Closed at 20.50 pm
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