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CHAIRMAN’S ANNUAL REPORT May 2021 – May 2022 

The current Parish Council took up office at the AGM on Tuesday 18th May 2021.  The three 

elected members of the PC (Hassall Balshen, Chair, Mary Coffield, Vice-Chair and Nick Ellis) 

were joined by three Co-opted members (Tom Hobbs, Gillian Smellie and Michael 

Stephenson) at this meeting.  Phil Davison was co-opted onto the PC at the Ordinary 

Meeting in February 2022, making a full complement of seven councillors in all. 

Finances and other Paperwork 

The Chair and the Clerk have spent a considerable amount of time sorting out the PC 

finances and other paperwork.  As a result, a number of documents have now been revised 

and adopted including: 

• An Updated Asset Register 

• A new Allotment Tenancy Agreement (adopted in March 2022) 

• A Grant Award Policy and Application Form – to enable key groups within the Parish 

to apply for sums of money (adopted January  2022) 

• A new Risk Register including General, Financial. Allotments and Cricket Field Risk 

Assessments (adopted in February 2022) 

• A budget for 2022-23 

Unfortunately the Parish Council had to increase the Precept for 2022-23.  The precept had 

not been increased for five years, during which time income had gradually fallen below 

expenditure.  The Internal Auditor, who signed off the accounts of the previous Parish 

Council, stipulated that in future the PC precept requirement must be based on a properly 

planned budget.  This budget for 2022-23 predicted an approximate expenditure of £21,225 

for the coming year to cover statutory commitments, regular payments, regular grant 

support and provision for one-off costs.  This necessitated increasing the precept.  We 

appreciate that the percentage increase is higher than we would like but we are working to 

keep our future expenditure down and are actively exploring how we might apply for grant 

funding to cover the cost of important projects like traffic calming installations.   

Our clerk has successfully claimed a VAT refund of £2,907:69 for the three years up to 

March 2021 (the maximum period for which we could claim).      
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Field and Allotments Leases 

Progress has been disappointingly slow.  The 10-year cricket field lease expired in March 

2018 and, for a variety of reasons, the option to obtain a new 5-year lease was not taken up 

at that time.  The 10-year allotment lease expired on 21 April 2021 and has defaulted to a 

one-year rolling lease.  New leases for both the Field and Allotments are required.  The PC 

instructed Meikles Solicitors to action this as a matter of urgency.  In September 2021, due 

to lack of progress, the Parish Council resolved to replace Meikles with Womble, Bond 

Dickinson (the legal firm that had been instrumental in negotiating the original field lease in 

2008).  Draft leases for both the cricket field and the allotments have now been drawn up 

and have been in the hands of Castle Estates’ lawyers (Ward Hadaway) since January 2022.  

In spite of the efforts of WBD, and to the frustration of the Parish Councillors, Castle Estates 

have, to date, failed to instruct Ward Hadaway regarding either lease. 

Communiction 

Parish Councillors have been active in improving communication between councillors and 

with residents.  We are grateful to the work of former Councillor, Sheila Chapman, for her 

work both on the new website and the noticeboard on Wolsingham Road.  In addition to 

providing PC information, including contact details of all Councillors, the noticeboard is now 

being used more regularly to promote village events and activities.  The PC has re-

established the practice of providing regular reports in the St. Brandon’s Parish Church 

Newsletter.  Minutes of all meetings are available on the PC website along with a contact 

form for anyone wishing to contact our clerk.  One Councillor, Nick Ellis, is taking a lead role 

in liaising with various groups within the Parish (for example, Brancepeth Community 

Association and the Allotment and Leisure Gardeners’ Club) so that Parish Councillors can 

gain a better understanding of how these organisations operate and the ways they 

contribute to the life of the Parish. 

Traffic Calming 

The PC has continued to work on measures to reduce the speed of traffic, particularly on 

Wolsingham Road (including rumble strips, improved signage) but this has been hampered 

by poor response from County Hall to our requests for up-to-date costs of the measures 

required.  The Traffic Assets Manager attended the PC meeting in November 2021 and 

agreed to provide these updated costs.  The PC is still waiting for this information. 
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Neighbourhood Plan 

A formal application to designate a Neighbourhood Area and produce a Neighbourhood 

Plan was submitted on 21 June 2021 and approved by DCC on 11 August 2021.  The Plan 

covers the whole Parish.   The Neighbourhood Plan is an important document that sets out a 

shared vision for the Parish and its residents for the next 15-20 years, within the broader 

policy context of the County Durham Local Plan and other relevant documents.  The PC has 

used responses to informal questionnaires to draft out possible key objectives under the 

three required headings of economic, social and environmental development.  The PC is 

now consulting on these objectives with key groups and organisations as well as individual 

residents within the Parish.  This may take some time, but the PC will be calling a meeting of 

the whole village when a first draft of the Neighbourhood Plan has been drawn up. 

Village Community 

Village Hall:  The Village Hall is a valued asset and the Parish Council continues to support 

the Community Association by means of a grant of £3,000 per year towards the running 

costs of the Village Hall. 

Litter Picking:  The first outing of the new litter picking group took place on 12 March 2022 

with a further outing planned for May 2022.  

Leisure Facilities: Sturdy goalposts have been erected on the cricket field and the grass is cut 

regularly to enable the field to be used by adults and children for a variety of activities.  A 

new seat has been installed on Wolsingham Road, thanks to a generous donation from Kath 

Currie, a resident of Goodwell Lea.   

Village Appearance:  The PC is taking steps to improve signage around the village and plans 

are being made to involve the whole community in producing co-ordinated display of 

flowers throughout the village.  We are currently exploring the possibility of continuing the 

tradition of planting a tree on the cricket field to celebrate the Queen’s Jubilee.   

Christmas Tree: Garden Vision (the company who cut the grass on the field) generously 

donated a Christmas Tree which was erected at the crossroads.  A Tree Lighting event 

(including festive food and carol singing), run in collaboration with the Friends of 

Brancepeth Cricket Field, was very successful and it is hoped that this will now become an 

Annual Event. 
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H Balshen  
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