HASSOCKS PARISH COUNCIL

ANNUAL REPORT 2009/10
a) Chairman’s Report

The Council has been engaged in a large number of activities during the year, but the most significant have been:-

· the Adastra Park Community Pavilion

·  the implementation of a Business Plan to guide the council’s activities over the next five years
· the representation of local views on planning issues
· careful scrutiny of costs in order to retain our Council Tax Precept at the same level as for 2009
· involvement with local groups  all of whom, with the Council aim to make Hassocks a special place in which to live

· preparing for the South Downs National Park  

The Business Plan for 2009 to 2014 was issued in July 2010 at the Hassocks On View event. It is a comprehensive summary of the council’s plans and aspirations which will help in planning for the future, and focussing the council’s activities. It also gives residents a clear outline of what the council intends to achieve in the next five years.
The Parish Council is very aware of the impact of high rises in council tax on local people, particularly in the current economic climate, and therefore held the Precept at the same level as for last year.

The council has worked closely with several local groups to involved in various aspects of the life of the village. For example:-

· Progress is being made towards the redevelopment of the Station.

· The promotion of tourism and cycling 

· Extensive tree planting the results of which are now very apparent on several of our main streets
A large number of local residents continue to visit the Parish Office for services or advice, and during the year the office staff dealt with over 3,200 enquiries on a wide range of issues. Mid Sussex District Council, the Police and the District and County councillors also run regular “surgeries” for local people. The Parish Council has given support to a number of voluntary groups in the village, and continues to fund mobile refuse collections for residents who find it difficult to get to the Burgess Hill Amenity Site. 

The Council remains very concerned at the continued prohibition on adult groups using the Beacon Centre, and has made strong representations to West Sussex County Council on this issue.
The Council responded to the West Sussex Consultation on the future of the Library Service by objecting to the reduction in the hours of opening. While the Hassocks Library is now open on Thursday which is an improvement, this did not outweigh the overall reduction in hours available to residents.
The Council had been concerned at the apparent lack of acknowledgement of the pressure on school rolls  and had, for several years been pressing WSCC to clarify the position. WSCC have now accepted that there is a serious shortfall and are considering ways of accommodating the extra demand. The Council will do all it can to protect the interests of our residents in this matter.
The very successful partnership arrangement with West Sussex County Council and Burgess Hill Town Council is continuing, which enables us to deal with minor highway maintenance and issues such as graffiti, overgrown vegetation, and fly tipping quickly and efficiently using a local maintenance team.   

Hassocks is twinned with Montmirail in France and Wald Michelbach in Germany and the council remains keen to develop links with our twinning partners, which foster good relations between the three communities. 

The Council has had Quality Council status for the past 3 years, and is now working towards the adoption of Power of Wellbeing powers which would  enable the council, should  residents wish, to develop the services offered for the benefit of our village.
The long awaited designation of the National Park has been greeted with enthusiasm by the Council. About a third of our area to the south and east of the village is within the Park. The new Park Board is now in being and the Council is trying, and will continue to try, to establish strong links with this new organisation in order to promote Hassocks as the Gateway to the Country’s newest, and largest, National Park.

b) Grounds Committee Report.

The Grounds Committee looks after the council’s outdoor spaces, Adastra Park, the Hassocks Burial Ground, the Parklands Road allotments, and Talbot Field, and oversees the work of the Community Pavilion Redevelopment Committee.

The major project the Committee has been involved in has again been the redevelopment of the pavilion in Adastra Park, and considerable progress has been made during the year. The existing pavilion building in Adastra Park is over forty years old, and no longer fit for purpose. The council has been successful in attracting over £200,000 in grant funding towards the cost a new pavilion. The project has taken longer than originally envisaged because the council is committed to providing a “green” building which will have low running costs and a minimal environmental impact, while keeping the rebuilding costs to a tight budget, which will represent value for money for local residents. This has therefore been a challenging project for the architects, Ecotecture, to design an innovative building at low cost. Planning permission has been granted for the building, and the council has been out to tender for the rebuilding work. The council will be considering the tenders at its June 2010 meeting, when a contractor will be appointed. Following representations from the Keymer and Hassocks Cricket Club, the council has agreed to delay the reconstruction until the conclusion of the cricket season, so building work will start in September 2010, and take approximately six months. The council has appointed a qualified quantity surveyor as Project Manager to oversee the building phase and ensure that the construction cost remains within budget. 

The Committee would like to provide some new play equipment in the Children’s Play Area in Adastra Park, and we have been canvassing the views of local parents, and children regarding the type of equipment which would be most popular. Three companies have been asked to put together proposals based on the outcome of these discussions, and the Committee will be considering their proposals, and funding sources, with a view to installing the new equipment in the autumn. Parents who use the play area are enthusiastic about the idea, and will be arranging a fund raising event in the summer.

The Adastra Park continues to be well used by the public, and local sports clubs, including cricket, football, stoolball, croquet, tennis and keep fit. The council has planted a new hedge to the northern boundary, with a grant from the Real Hedge Fund. This was planted with the help of local volunteers and is of mixed native species. This will provide a barrier to the stream, help stabilise the bank, and provide a wildlife habitat. The council continues to receive expressions of appreciation from the public regarding how well the park is maintained, and we are grateful to our Groundsman, Richard Higgs, for his efforts in keeping the area in good order and litter free.       

The Parklands Road allotments are full, and there is a waiting list for plots. The council is continuing to liaise with the Hassocks Allotment Holders Association to improve the facilities at the site, and the council contributed to the cost of extending the access road to make it easier for allotment holders to get to the site, particularly in winter. Regular site inspections are made to ensure that plots are well used, The council is also in negotiations to try to obtain additional land to provide more allotments for the village. 

c) Planning Committee Report

The council has been examining and commenting on all planning applications relating to Hassocks during the year, and has also been reviewing drafts of the key planning documents being prepared by Mid Sussex District Council, the planning authority, which will shape the way development takes place in the village in the period up to 2026. The Parish Council accepts that there will be a requirement for development in the village, and that there is a need for new housing for local people, but the council has grave concerns about the number of new houses being proposed for Mid Sussex in the South East Plan, and is very concerned about the lack of infrastructure to support the scale of development being imposed by central government. The Parish Council has been making its views known to the District Council and has held several meetings with Mid Sussex Officers and one with the Cabinet Member for the Environment to press home our strong views on this issue.

The Planning Committee meets every three weeks to consider planning applications for Hassocks. During the year the committee considered over 150 applications. Many of these were minor extensions to existing properties and the erections of conservatories and garages. The more contentious applications that attract comments and representations from local residents, will invariable involve a site inspection and discussions with the applicant and other interested parties.

The committee monitors whether developers are complying with planning conditions on major developments in Hassocks, and the most important e.g. Clayton Mills off Mackie Avenue, are on the agenda of every planning meeting. This also applies to large scale proposed future developments like the Station Goods Yard, where the council sees possible problems regarding access, parking and infrastructure. It also seeks to implement the recommendations of the Village Design Statement and take account of the VDS in commenting on planning applications. The committee has taken account of the views of the Tree Warden when commenting on applications relating to trees. Looking to the future, a sub-group has been set up to develop a five year plan to investigate the possible purchase of strategic land to protect vulnerable areas of the Parish, to seek to identify areas which qualify as ‘conservation areas’, and to investigate long term improvements to the centre of the village. It is recognised that this is a long term aim, and will involve close consultation with residents, local organisations and traders as well as the backing of District and County councils.

d) Environment Committee Report
During the year the council has continued to plant up areas around the village with plants from Garden Pride and hard work from a team of volunteers. A hedge was planted bordering the North field of Adastra Park, funded by a grant from the Natural Hedge Fund, using over 1000 saplings. This will provide, in time, a natural barrier to the stream, helping to preserve the crumbling bank, providing a further refuge and corridor for wildlife. Maintaining  such areas is becoming increasingly difficult and the council always welcomes offers of help from the public..

Tree planting is progressing very well and the council has adopted a tree planting policy to continue the work in future years. The new trees in Grand Avenue, in their second year, are producing an eye catching display. The Hassocks Tree Group, led by Parish Councillor Phil Mead, have now fully mapped the tree street scene for Hassocks and will soon be looking at the planting for this Autumn.

Work is in hand to repair the finger posts at Stonepound, Keymer and Clayton, with the help of a WSCC grant, and the council is also arranging for the War Memorial at Keymer church to be refurbished as some of the names have become faded.
The Hassocks in Bloom competition was run in summer 2009, but with a very disappointing number of entrants. The organisation of this competition is very time consuming and fairly expensive so the council has decided to have another break this year and see what enthusiasm can be generated in 2011. 

e) Policy, Resources and Communications Committee Report.

The principal achievement was the completion of the Business Plan 2009-2014.. 

The purpose of the plan is fourfold;

·   to set out the objectives and plans of the Parish Council,

·   to help the Parish Council fulfil its role within the community

·  to communicate  the Parish Council’s vision and plans to the residents to provide a basis for the community to become involved in shaping the future of their village

Since the plan was published, the council has focused on trying to fulfil the tasks set out in the business plan. 
a) Recognising both the benefits in communicating with residents, and our obligations as a Quality Council, a periodic newsletter has been published.
b) A detailed appeal against the level of Council Tax on the Parish Centre (£8,000), which by comparison with other parish councils is very high, was produced. Unfortunately, the appeal was only partly successful, but an annual reduction of around £1,000 was achieved.
c) a working party has been set up to review the Council website, with a view to enhancing its functionality, as another means of improving communication with the residents.

d) The council continues to support the Youth & Community Beacon Centre with representation and advice through their Management Committee and by attending various other meetings and conferences in connection with their work. The Youth Service is facing very uncertain times and it is important that the council maintains its support to ensure that Hassocks young people have the facilities they need. Additionally, members of the Council liaise closely with local schools.

e) Given the prudent management of the budget over the years, and the financial downturn, the Council was able to hold the precept or ”budget” for 2010/11 at the same level as the previous year i.e. £175,830, while maintain the same level of service and provisioning for the redevelopment of the pavilion in Adastra Park. 
May 2010.
