Downham West Parish Council
Minutes of the ANNUAL PARISH meeting held Monday, 24th March 2025 at 7.00pm in Room 3, Methodist Church, Paradise Road

	Present:	Chairman			Cllr R Pegg
				Vice Chairman			Cllr C Swaine
				Councillors			Cllr F Daymond
								Cllr J Fox
				Borough Councillor		Cllr C Rose
				Parish Clerk			Mrs S Porter
				Member(s) of Public		2


AP1/25	Chairman’s Welcome
The Chairman, Cllr Pegg, welcomed everyone to the meeting.

AP2/25	Apologies for absence
Apologies for absence had been received from Cllr D Sharman (holiday), County Cllr C Dawson (prior engagement) and Borough Cllr V Spikings (prior engagement).

The apologies were accepted.

AP3/25	Approval of the minutes of the Annual Parish meeting
	
Proposed – Vice Chairman, Cllr Swaine			Seconded – Cllr Daymond

That the minutes of the Annual Parish meeting held on Monday, 20th May 2024 (Items AP1/24-AP9/24) are approved and signed as a true and accurate record.

All in favour

The Chairman, Cllr Pegg, duly signed and dated the minutes of the meeting.

AP4/25	Chairman’s Annual Report
The Chairman, Cllr Pegg, read the following report:

Welcome to the Parish Meeting. For a small Parish Council, we do try to achieve things that make for a more informative and cohesive parish.  We do have, unfortunately, vacancies on the Council and we would very much like to be able to fill these vacancies so that there is more representation from the electors.  However, we will try and encourage more participation in the coming year.

Listed are some of the tasks that we have resolved and put into practice, and may I say with the help and much work done by our Clerk, are as follows:

The Clerk arranged and put into practice our new .gov.uk email system.  I believe this not only gives the Parish Council a better look and feeling of importance but should be more secure for our email system.  This also included our website which was updated. 

The Council arranged to have some bird boxes made by the Men’s Shed in Downham.  These will be put up in the cemeteries in Downham Market and this shows that this Parish Council has helped to give our contribution to the biodiversity in this area.  I would also wish to thank County Cllr Chris Dawson for his contribution and efforts to make this happen, and to our own Councillor, John Fox, for his efforts.

I now mention our bus stop in the village.  Unfortunately, some person or persons unknown, smashed the end panel out and this had to be replaced during the year.  The cost of this was in excess of £300 which was money that could have been used elsewhere.

Another item that has had to be replaced is the noticeboard at the end of Watermans Way.  The old one had been knocked over and smashed by a vehicle.  Again, we don’t know who and this will be in the region of £300 to replace.

Finally, I am pleased to report that the Parish Council has managed to have a Defibrillator installed at the Factory Shop, Bridge Road.  This item was very kindly donated at a cost of about £2,000 by the British Heart Foundation.  It has taken a lot of hard work and negotiation, most of which has been done by our Clerk.  Thank you for your hard work.

AP5/25	Clerk’s Finance Report 2024/2025
The Clerk had circulated a financial summary of the accounts to date and reported that the finances were in a stable position.  A definitive report could not be given as the financial year-end had not yet taken place.

Councillors felt that future Parish Meetings should be held in May to enable the Clerk to produce a conclusive year-end financial report.  This would be discussed and considered at the Annual Meeting in May 2025.

AP6/25	County and Borough Councillor Reports
County Councillor Report
County Cllr Dawson was not present at the meeting and advised that his Divisional Report for Marshland South, submitted twice yearly, would form his report.  Details from the November 2024 report were as follows:

[bookmark: _Hlk165366017]Unfortunately, General Elections got in the way of building on the initial meeting of the Marshland Community Forum, held in March.
Since that time, it has seemed impossible to set in train plans for another meeting, and here we are now approaching Christmas. I’m determined to suggest something for the new year, particularly as there may well be county-wide changes afoot by then.

My work on the working group for Norfolk Devolution, and on the advisory group on the procurement contracts in respect of highways maintenance, came to an end in May when I was appointed to the NCC Cabinet as Deputy Member for Highways and Department Member for Environment, whilst continuing with duties relating to the role of Member Champion for the Rural Economy, principally supporting the Cabinet Member for Economic Growth.

I no longer serve on the Planning Regulatory and Infrastructure and Development Select Committees.

Across my roles I have been part of the team pressing for the delivery of the Norwich Western Link Road, which has suffered greatly from opposition – with the associated increases in costs of delaying.  Rightly there should be both balance and opportunity for all voices in such infrastructure delivery, however it is a fact that some have a far higher tower to shout from than others.

I have led in a number of conversations regarding elements of a Water Strategy for Norfolk, not so much managing where we have too much, but rather where there is clearly too little. This work continues.

Whilst I have engaged with Anglian Water in respect of their delivery schemes for drinking water, I have been encouraging the examination of the millions of gallons pumped into the Wash each season possibly being pumped into Norfolk instead. The goal being to replenish aquifers, particularly for agriculture and industry.  So much work to do on this one, however I must say that everyone I’ve reached out to has been receptive – a very long-term project indeed.

An interesting spin-off from this has been the prospect of developing Green Hydrogen production operation in the county – again very early days, and VERY long-term, with discussion and network development ongoing.

From an energy perspective this last point meshes neatly with my work to highlight the growing blight of so-called Solar Farms. For many reasons I am anti, however I’ll stick with one, for now, visual amenity.

The Leader of the Council, Cllr Mason-Billick, was quick to respond to this and has supported me in the commissioning of additional scope to our officers’ work. To this end I will shortly have a draft document outlining the current extent of overall solar blight, and wider infrastructure. Currently there are no limits in place to the extent by which Norfolk must be expected to suffer from this, and no considerations of the cumulative effect – governmental policy dictates.

Pylons – Three points I see here:
· the obvious being the effect on the countryside, however local protest will not stop them.
· within the pylon corridor lies the land best suited to Solar Farms, due to grid connection costings. More pylon routes = more opportunities.
· currently, all this energy will pass through Norfolk and head to the South East – however the production of hydrogen relies on energy supply and water, which will see in abundance. Therein lies an opportunity.

In support of the economy in the west I have been supporting the ‘Love You Town’ initiative, and we should be seeing the fruits of this by way of the events and initiatives taking place in Downham Market over the next 12 months – similarly King’s Lynn and Hunstanton – though my personal focus has been on Downham Market.

With my Highways hat on I have both lobbied and suggested for improvements in the management of operation and delivery, from which a trial was initiated in the west.  Believe it or not we do now have a system where we permit the contractors to assess and schedule their workload based on the reported (and priority-graded) issues. The theory being that we now not see a contractor visit and area on 2 occasions to fill adjacent potholes (unless one is an emergency). Other tweaks are filtering into effect, however our principal issue in the lower west area continues to be one of resource.

I previously reported working on initiatives to deliver an element of the NCC budget allocated to support those facing loneliness and isolation directly to the point of need, and with fewer hoops to jump through. Unfortunately, this appears to have withered on the vine but certainly has not left my mind.

The opportunity has arisen once again for me to lobby for improvements to our rural broadband, but with the addition of mobile phone signal – having even greater significant with the analogue switch off planned for 2027.  By the time you read this I will have equipment installed in my car which will measure and record the ‘Not Spots’ as I traverse our region – this data will then be collated to both identify independently (providers aren’t good at admitting where their coverage is weak) and lobby for improvements.

Moving more locally, the issue of school parking has quietened, whether this is resignation or the fact that there is actually some improvement I’m afraid I’m unable to tell, however I do know that Upwell Academy applied for and were awarded a significant sum to assist in this and are working on delivering actions. Despite this, I have continued to push for a review f the current policies and practices across NCC, and I am advised that the reporting on this should be available in January.

On highway offences more generally, I attended a meeting only yesterday whereby it was expressed that advice being provided by Norfolk Police did not always marry with what Highways officers knew to be correct – this was a familiar story when seeking to address parking on zigzags outside of schools – I had quite some toing and froing before power to act was acknowledged by police locally. Yesterday I requested that NCC Highways Safety Team laisse with Norfolk Police to broaden understanding and cooperation.

Which brings me nicely to mud.  Hopefully you will have all seen my recent on this subject, the crux being that I have asked officers to arrange a meeting with the police and NFU to deliver a plan for 25/26 season. Currently officers are working with the police to send a strong letter to the principal culprit of the issues in our area, warning them of consequences this season. I’ll update through PCs in due course.

Following the establishment of an initiative to install bird and bat boxes in our area the initial great reception has waned somewhat – however there is progress, and at least four villages are at various stages of delivery. I’m positive that we will have boxes installed in time for the next season. Nordelph Parish Council has erected, and Downham West are about to – both these Parishes will receive a bespoke bat box as a result, with a third about to be delivered to Welney Parish Council to back up their push.

An offshoot of this was my making contact with the Woodlakes complex, on behalf of Stow Bridge Parish Council.   The concept was very well received, and the business will be working with us to both install and support the delivery of a number of boxes, some of which will form part of a publicly accessible walk (for the less shy birds). I’m looking forwards to updating on this in the New Year.

This week I shall be meeting with Centre Port, the company behind the Wash Barrier initiative. I shall approach with an open mind, although there are many obvious potential benefits, as well as pitfalls. One aspect they are keen to inform me of is how it is considered that the project could secure the region from future tidal inundation, as well as managing waters within the Fens.

Whilst on maters water: Welney Wash Road closures – Plan B – my ambition was to:
· Deliver a signage and communications system worthy of the 21st Century, and one which both NCC and Cambridgeshire County Council embraced – it was important that the system could eventually be married on both sides of the A1101 – particularly at the A10 Littleport.
· Provide live and accurate data.
· Ensure that all relevant signs were updated automatically from water level measurements on the Washes and were live and accurate.
· Ensure signage covered all approaches and extended as far back as possible to advise journey planning.
· Link the new infrastructure to the Flood Watch Facebook page, in addition to NCC social media. 
· Seek to link the data to Google and Satnav. The information will also be immediately available to the emergency services.
· Install foreign language information signs for HGVs.
· Produce a mobile phone app. to interact with the above. 
· Produce a predictive system, whereby advanced warning of closures could be calculated and communicated, again providing greater information on journey planning. This last aspect is currently being worked on and will derive from AI examination of historic weather and flood level data.

There is no other such system in the country, and thus this was very much ‘starting from scratch’, a bespoke system.  The challenge was taken up by the NCC design team and Dereham-based sign suppliers Westcotec and will consist of a number of phases during roll-out.  Hence this system will be ‘built’ as a work in progress. 
For some time, I have been working to get focus on our varied broadband quality, and mobile phone ‘Not spots’. To be honest I’m rather chasing shadows re broadband but will continue to lobby and sniff out funding opportunities, however I’m now about to be engaged in hands on phone network coverage – this month I will be carrying equipment in my car to accurately identify the shortfalls. This data will be collated to presents a fully detailed report to providers and government to highlight the rural shortcomings to focus resource.

Downham West
Well done to the team regarding the bus shelter and defibrillator, and for John’s kindness in offering to hold the ladder whilst placing the bat boxes.  

Chairs continue to humour my requests to move agenda items, drop in and out of meetings, and speak when I’m not spoken too – so thanks to all for that also, greatly appreciated.

As always, particular thanks to our Parish Council clerks, I shall never stop saying what a great group we have, and I’m always a little proud to force that view on my NCC colleagues.  Thank you all so much.

Once again, my final thanks go to our residents.  There are times when they are rightly angry, frustrated, feel aggrieved, however I have never once experienced anything other than a courteous approach and tone. It could just be that we’re all smashing Fen folk!

Have a very happy Christmas, and a Healthy 2025! 

Borough Councillors Report
Borough Cllr Spikings was not present at the meeting.

Borough Cllr Rose had submitted a written report from them both as follows:
 
First, I would like to outline the BCKL&WN’s current financial situation and am indebted to Michelle Drewery, the Assistant Director Resources/Section 151 Officer.

Key elements of the budget:
Turned projected £4m deficit into a balanced budget for 25/26 despite challenges (recognition that numerous councils are in financial difficulty and are struggling to balance their budgets).
1. No uplift from Government grants as part of funding settlement.
2. Increase in NI threshold and % from 13.8% to 15% (government funding covers less than 40% of the cost).
3. Above inflation increases in internal Drainage Board levies.
4. Other contractual costs will increase due to NI and other factors.
5. Government confirmed they are changing how local Government is funded from 2026/2027 so we expect to see further reductions.

Savings and Efficiency plan built into budget:
1. Fees and charges increase to bring in line with inflationary increase – but policy will now come into force to contain increases in future years.
2. Second Homes council tax premium comes into effect from 1st April.
3. County deal for some second homes funding to be returned and ringfenced to homelessness and affordable homes.
4. New grant to implement new legislation on waste services.
5. Reduction in staffing costs through removal of vacant posts without impacting frontline services including restructure of senior managers.
6. Alive West Norfolk brought inhouse to reduce costs.
7. Transformation Programme will continue work to identify other savings and efficiencies to support beyond 2025/2026.

The Council remains committed to invest in West Norfolk through the capital programme and will continue to deliver the housing programme and ensure that its heritage and leisure assets are fit for the future. The above means that the Council is in a strong position with sufficient reserves to support the financial strategy for the next 4 years.

The average Band D council tax will increase as follows:
BCKL&WN from £148.37 to £152.87
Police and Crime Commissioner from £315.90 to £329.85
County Council from £1,672.11 to £1,755.63

The next issue to cover is the Government White Paper of 16th December 2024.  There will be no NCC election this year although the BCKL&WN Leader, Alistair Beales, has protested to the highest level as undemocratic. This is due to an Act in 2000 which enables this to take place overriding the 1972 Councils Act. It is unsure at the moment if the Unitary elections will take place in 2026/27 or 2028 which could mean an extra year for Borough Councillors. We may have more precise information as this progresses.
However, the BCKL&WN is concerned about the lack of local service, representation and any increased transport costs and the cost of a Mayor and how many Councils will there actually be. The Government suggests a minimum of 500,000 residents but many existing Unitaries have less than 300,000. 

I have already sent a BC news report in but what may not be within it is the proposed new Rural Prosperity grant that has of yet to go to Cabinet. Jacob Medlock is continuing with Insulation and other home grants, but I find it sad that the homes with most need cannot apply because of Gov. restrictions but don’t be put off. The Progressive groups’ Alexandra Kemp has worked tirelessly to ensure the Ferry service in King’s Lynn will reopen asap and the Heritage Carnegie Building (former Library owned by the NCC) will go to a local King’s Lynn group to control. 

Cllr’s Community grants will resume in April and your Borough Councillors each have £1k to spend on worthy local amenity groups and Village Halls. Your County Councillor has £10k to spend. I would suggest no more than £300 per applicant for your Borough Councillors – this will depend on take-up.

There will be another CIL in July for August, the face maximum being again £50K, but more can be applied for although it will have to go to Cabinet for approval, usual terms apply. More than one application can be put in in any year.

The QEH is on track from their last report, but the Government has mentioned having a group of 3 hospitals sharing services rather than all to have a full range which will mean more travel and could cause a 2-year delay.

Upwell and Outwell are starting a Youth Club for 8-16 years olds which will be held at the Royal British Legion on Wednesdays in Upwell. Sarah Fairbrother should be contacted for further information.  This could be done via Upwell Parish Council or myself - details should be in next UPC News or website. Lakes End Village Hall and Three Holes would like to have some more volunteers if anyone would like to join them, either as a helper or Trustee.

The Borough Council announces publication of the Inspectors’ Report on the West Norfolk Local Plan 2021-2040 on 21st February 2025. This marks the end of the Local Plan examination. This will enable the adoption of the plan at full Council scheduled for 27th March 2025.

AP7/25	Downham Market & Downham West Joint Burial Board Annual Report
Cllr Fox, in his capacity as the Downham Market & Downham West Joint Burial Board Chairman, reported the following:

The membership of the Downham Market and Downham West Joint Burial Board is currently:
Mr Paul Farrow (Administrator) – Mapus Smith & Lemmon LLP
Mrs Angela Cook (Assistant Administrator) – Mapus Smith & Lemmon LLP
Cllr John Fox (Chair) – Downham West Parish Council
Mr Steve Nunn (Vice Chair) – Downham Market Town Council
Cllr Frank Daymond – Downham Market Town Council
Cllr Robin Pegg – Downham West Parish Council
Mr Colin Sampson – Downham Market Town Council
Cllr Jackie Westrop – Downham Market Town Council (passed away) (Downham Market Town Council will be asked to supply a replacement representative)

The application to the Public Works Loan Board (PWLB) for the renovation of Cemetery House is still being processed and has taken much longer than anticipated due to a number of factors, not least of which has been a change in Central Government. Many thanks must go to the Parish Clerk for her sterling efforts in trying to move the process forward. I understand that the application is now with the Norfolk Association of Local Councils for their approval before being sent to the PWLB.

The three cemeteries are kept very tidily by the contractors. The conservation areas in both King’s Walk and Churchside have been tidied on the bi-annual rotation.

The young saplings which the Burial Board were given have not been very successful in their growth due to mixed weather conditions with only three surviving.

The interment fees are determined following the lead from the BCKL&WN. The fees for 2025/2026 have been set with a slight increase on the previous year.

The precepts on Downham Market Town Council and Downham West Parish Council for 2024/2025 remained the same as in 2023/2024.  The precept for 2025/2026 will be set at the Burial Board meeting in April 2025.  The demands for the precept will then be issued to both Councils, following the Burial Board's meeting in October 2025.

Following special support from Downham West Parish Council’s County Councillor, Downham’s Men’s Shed and the Downham Wildlife Group a number of bird boxes and bat boxes have been placed in King’s Walk and Churchside Cemeteries. The Wildlife Group have agreed to monitor/care for these.

The next Burial Board Meeting is expected to be 9th April 2025.

AP8/25	Hundred Acre Charity Report
Cllr Daymond and Cllr Pegg, Trust members of the Hundred Acre Charity, reported that meetings had reduced to twice-yearly.  The July meeting included an inspection of the site, and the November meeting considered the funds for each branch distribution.

AP9/25		Annual Reports from Local Groups, Clubs and Organisations
No reports had been received from local groups, clubs and organisations.

AP10/25 Questions from the Floor
The members of public did not wish to address the meeting and no questions were raised by Councillors.


The Chairman thanked everyone for attending and closed the meeting at 7.20pm.


Chairman Signed ...........................................................   Dated ...................................................	                                   (2025) Page 1 of 1
