
 BEDFIELD PARISH COUNCIL

(Draft) Minutes of an Extraordinary Parish Council Meeting held on 
8th June 2010
The meeting commenced at 1945 at the Unitarian Chapel, Bedfield

Present

Celia Davies (Chair – CD), Keith Frost (Vice-Chairman), Walter Chapman (WC), Suzie Demmon (SD), Mark Howard (MH), Keith Bergdahl (KB) and Ed Nesling (EN).
Geoff Robinson (GR), as Parish Clerk.

Paul Debenham (PD) – MSDC Councillor.
Plus ten members of the public.

The Bedfield Town Estate (the Trust) was represented by Trustees David Tye and Alma Boulton, with Brian Rowan also present. 

Apologies

None appropriate.
Declaration of Interest

CD (PCC, BCECVS & Bedfield Guild), KF (B&MSSC), WC (B&MSSC), MH (B&MSSC), and SD (Bedfield Guild). 
Introduction
CD opened the meeting and welcomed the public and Trustees. It was explained that the meeting had been called due to the concerns and unanswered questions raised during the recent Annual Parish Meeting, regarding the alleged sale of land by Bedfield Town Estate.  CD explained the proposed format of the meeting and stressed that all discussion was to be via the Chair and must be maintained at a professional and non-personal level.
The Parish Council meeting was closed to allow an open public meeting between 1950 and 2040 and 2100 and 2115 hours. 
Open Meeting
An open debate via the Chair ensured that many topics were raised from the floor and answered where possible by The Trustees present. Salient points of these included:

· The prime purpose of the Trust is to maximize the benefits from their assets for the overall welfare of the parish, to the best of their ability.  The Trust has only land now, with 28.5 acres rented to a local farmer, one field (twenty-six allotments) to a Worlingworth resident and three allotment tenants, the latter each paying £15 per annum

· The income is divided in the same proportions as required in the original 1883 Trust constitution and recipients include the church and education. The Trustees had considered revising the constitution circa 1980 but this had been abandoned due to prohibitive legal costs.
· The Trust has considered using some of the income to support the High Suffolk Community Bus but had encounted problems under their own interpretation of the constitution.  This was caused by the definition of “poor” donations and the requirement to only support parishioners within Bedfield Parish. The Trustees agreed that it would be appropriate to revisit this subject as it would benefit Bedfield parishioners if the bus could be funded and will consider this again.

· Until now, land was last sold in 1948, although a house had been sold since then. A Trustee was approached by a local builder to buy land a few years ago and this came as a shock.  Little income was being generated from the plot in question, which was in use as allotments and the Trust solicitor was consulted. Other than this, the Trust has no saleable land left. The initial Trust response was to refuse the offer to buy but this was reversed after further discussions amongst the Trustees, who felt that the original decision was incorrect under their constitution.
· The land was not offered for sale on the open market on the advice of the Trust’s solicitors. One reason for this was the fact that the builder had offered to pay the Trust’s selling costs and they did not have any funds available to cover all the selling fees of opening the sale to others. In addition, he had offered to pay a sum of £500 to facilitate an allotment holder in moving to another plot. The other reason concerned perceived access problems to the plot (although this was disputed by some members of the public present who were critical that SCC Highways Department had not been consulted, amongst others). It was therefore put to the Trustees during the meeting that because of this, the local builder was the only bidder which was not within the spirit of the Trust’s constitution. This included the failure to give the public notice, allow other bids or trying to maximise the income from the sale. It was, however, unanimously accepted that the Trustees had acted honourably and in good faith and had notified the Charity Commissioners of their intentions.
· The original planning application for the plot submitted by the builder to MSDC had been rejected on eight separate counts but had been overturned on appeal by the DEFRA Inspector. In addition. the application had been strongly opposed by the Parish Council and a large number of the parishioners.  The land in question is in the last process of the sale and had already been signed at the first contract stage. Strong concern was expressed from the meeting that once acquired, the builder would re-submit a revised application for (say) three bungalows rather than proceed with the current authority. The Trustees accepted this concern and will consult their solicitor regarding the possibility of creating a covenant in the contract of sale prohibiting any change from the current planning permission.  It was accepted that it was probably too late to halt the sale until the issues raised had been considered.
· The overwhelming view of the meeting was that the Trust had handled the situation badly and that much greater transparency was needed in such situations. It was also very critical of the inability of some parishioners to obtain replies from the Trust to pertinent questions and for Bedfield residents to bid for the plot.  The role of the Trust Secretary was stated by the Trustees to be that of only support although this was questioned from the floor by some of the parishioners. One parishioner stated that their documentation addressed to the Trust had been obtained by the builder and shown to them and this was universally condemned as unacceptable from the floor of the meeting. The Trustees undertook to investigate all these complaints.

· The Trustees accepted the need to be more transparent in line with the Freedom of Information standards of the 21st Century and they would review their procedures. These included making the minutes public via the notice board and/or village website, giving notice of forthcoming co-option vacancies and providing copies of their accounts to the Parish Council (which had ceased circa 1995). They are, however, prohibited from disclosing the sale price of the land and the amounts of individual donations.
· The Trust intends to try and recover the twenty-six allotment plots currently rented as agricultural land to the Worlingworth villager, as it is not being cultivated.  They took on board views that they should be re-offered to parishioners for rent as allotments, although in the past demand had been very limited.

Parish Council Meeting – Disposal of Land etc
The Parish Council then considered their position in relation to the salient points that had been expressed by parishioners.
KF reminded the Councillors that at the time of the original planning application, MSDC panning Department had been confident that the application would not be allowed. It had therefore been something of a shock to have all eight points overturned by the DEFRA Inspector. In order to address concerns about the purchaser resubmitting a different planning application for the plot it was proposed (MH), seconded (KB) and agreed unanimously that the Trust should approach their solicitor to consider including an appropriate covenant in the contact of sale.
A general view of how the whole process had been handled was summarised by CD and although it was again emphasized that there integrity of the Trustees has never been in doubt, the lack of information and consultation had led to a perception that something underhand has occurred. It was proposed (MH),  seconded (SD) and agreed unanimously that GR writes to the Chairman of the Trust suggesting that greater transparency must be adopted if situations like this one are to be avoided.  This could include publishing minutes on the notice-board & website, inviting applications for co-option and publication of the Trustees names. These measures would also be more in tune with the spirit of their constitution. It was also agreed to express concern that some parishioners correspondence appeared to have been ignored, which had only served to inflame the situation.
Parish Council Meeting – Sports Club Lease
GR explained that the lease for the Bedfield sports field was due for renewal from the 1st September 2010 and that the Trust was generously offering a further seven year renewal on the same terms and rent as the current one.  This would be £250 per annum, with approximately £400 to pay in legal fees and disbursements. It was proposed (MH), seconded (SD) and carried unanimously that the initial costs are met by the Parish Council with Bedfield and Monk Soham Sports Club then being responsible for the annual rent and management of the agreement.

Closure of the Meeting
CD thanked everyone for attending and especially the Trustees.  

Date of Next meetings
Already set for Thursday August 5th 2010 at the Uniterian Chapel.  
The meeting closed at 2115.

Celia Davies, Chair……………………………….................................................................... 


