Wealden District Association of Local Councils

DRAFT

Notes of the Meeting of the Wealden District Association of Local Councils held at the Green Room in Uckfield Civic Centre on Wednesday 14th January 2026 at 7.00pm


1. Present: Councillors Doug Murray (Polegate), Martyn Garrett (Crowborough), Pat Coffey (Heathfield and Waldron), Martin Cooper (Willingdon and Jevington), Kay Moss (Crowborough), Penny Lawne (Withyham) and Susan Cole (East Hoathly with Halland)

Also in attendance; Councillor Christopher Baker (Lewes District Association of Local Councils and Little Horsted Parish Meeting, Trevor Leggo (CEO, East Sussex Association of Local Councils, Trevor Scott (CEO, Wealden District Council) and Alison Stevens (Honorary Secretary). 

2. Apologies for Absence: Apologies for absence were received from: Shirley McKinnon (Pevensey), Lolita Reeves, John Castle (Hellingly), Diane Ward (Uckfield), Christine Payne (Willingdon and Jevington), Robert Nathan (Hartfield), Kay Waterman (Warbleton), Linda Butcher (East Hoathly with Halland) and Isfield Parish Council.

James Partridge (Leader, Wealden District Council) and Chris Bending (Director of Place, Wealden District Council also sent their apologies.

The meeting began with a tribute to Councillor Keith Stevens, who passed away whilst still Chair of Wealden District Association of Local Councils (WDALC). He was recognised for all his hard work for the WDALC, the East Sussex Association of Local Councils and the National Association of Local Councils. The members expressed their sorrow and their commitment to continue his work.

The WDALC meeting acknowledged the lack of a quorum; formal decisions were deferred (namely items 2 to 11).

1. Updates from Wealden District Council

Mr Scott updated those present on:

Local Government Reorganisation 

[bookmark: X1ca3405518a5d7f0fbd98edccd372aa115b56fc]The Government’s consultation started in November and ended on January 11th. A decision is expected by mid-March.

Two main options are being considered:
· The East Sussex Proposal to merge East Sussex County Council with its five districts and boroughs into a single council.
· Brighton and Hove proposal to create five unitary councils across Sussex. This would split Wealden, with the southern part joining a coastal authority and the northern part joining a rural authority with parts of Lewes and Mid-Sussex.

Wealden District Council did not submit a proposal or endorse either option due to concerns its members had about the financial sustainability of each model, and the potential impact on residents. The council’s formal response urged the government to pause, address systemic financial issues like adult and children’s social care funding, and then hold a more informed conversation.

If forced to choose, its council members had a preference for smaller unitary authorities, leaning toward the Brighton model, but did not formally support it due to the unresolved concerns.


[bookmark: X903565e22fb6e5b2b7da4c2087bc82895065b26]Formation of a New Unitary Authority and Parish/Town Councils
Questions were raised about the potential dissolution of District and Borough councils creating a gap between a new unitary authority and parish/town councils.

It was suggested that town and parish councils should have a collective conversation to define a future service offer, creating consistency for the new unitary authority. A key concern raised is how services like street lighting will be funded, with the cost likely spreading across all taxpayers in the new unitary area.

Hastings and Eastbourne are understood to be considering establishing town councils to provide a statutory body for local services. In discussion, concerns were raised about the additional cost. The idea of ‘clustering’ parishes around town councils was proposed to create mini-hubs for services. ESALC is to look into this further. Environmental services like grass cutting and minor pothole repairs were identified as opportunities for parishes to manage.

[bookmark: mayoral-authority-and-devolution]Mayoral Authority and Devolution
The Government is delaying the mayoral elections for Sussex from May 2026 to May 2028.

Despite the delay, a ‘county combined authority’ involving East Sussex, West Sussex, and Brighton is likely to  be created in May ‘26. It will be eligible for devolved government funding, though at a reduced rate until a mayor is in place. 

[bookmark: election-timetables-and-scheduling]Election Timetables and Scheduling
Government is consulting on postponing the May ’26 county elections (and Hastings BC elections). Elections for the new shadow unitary authority would occur in May 2027.

District and borough elections in 2027 are expected to be postponed, but town and parish elections are expected to proceed.

East Sussex County Council has requested the suspension of its 2026 elections; a government decision is pending.

[bookmark: X3bdfe3ca075c3ed3d6d134e8ba1e89c48d5c18a]Management of Council Assets and Contracts
Some parish and town councils are interested in taking over assets from Wealden District Council, but concerns were raised about having to buy back assets their taxpayers originally funded.

Wealden is developing a policy for asset transfers, noting it has a duty to achieve best value and cannot give away high-value or income-generating assets (e.g., car parks) critical for the new authority’s viability.

The future of district council office assets, will be decided by the new unitary authority, though this is not an initial priority.

It was noted that the new unitary authority would legally have to honor existing contracts, such as verge-cutting contracts, until their expiration.

ESALC is offering training pathways for exiting staff, there will also be a briefing session on the 22nd January to address staffing anxieties.

Crowborough Training Camp
The Home Office has not made a final ‘go/no-go’ decision, stating current activity is ‘preparatory work,’ but appear to be  spending significant money  on the site.

The Home Office has provided very limited information, causing significant local frustration. A Minister’s promise to engage with the community has not been fulfilled.

The council is attempting to (1) gather information, (2) explore legal challenges, and (3) plan mitigation, though the latter is impossible without more information.

All letters to/from the Minister and Home Office are on the Wealden website and social channels.

There is worry about rapid escalation of community tensions and the infiltration of protests by right-wing activists. A permanent, Home Office-funded Sussex Police presence on site is planned. Crowborough Town Council felt police should request Home Office funds for an entrance camera. 
Concerns were also raised about inadequate on-site facilities leading residents to wander off-site. Upgraded mobile CCTV at the site will go live this Friday.
Wealden District Council’s Budget
The council has a balanced budget over the medium-term financial strategy due to advance planning for a £3.5-£4 million loss resulting from the Fairer Funding Review. A council tax freeze for the Wealden proportion will be voted on in February.

The council is investing in revenue-generating community infrastructure projects, such as medical centres and a solar farm, to fund other services and remain financially solvent.

Wealden Local Plan
The next version of the Regulation 18 (Reg 18) Local Plan has been recommended for Council approval. It pushes for policies exceeding national standards on issues like water reuse and climate change while maintaining a 35% affordable housing target.

About 10% of the 1,200 sites submitted by landowners in the Strategic Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment (SHELAA) have been recommended for inclusion, with a few others held as ‘options’ pending further assessment.

The Local Plan is expected to retain strong material weight even after a Local Government Reorganisation (LGR). The Brownfield Register was noted to contain outdated sites that need to be reported. 

Wealden were thanked for releasing details of a recent meeting with the CEO at South East Water. South East Water experienced significant strain, affecting 16,500 homes due to a lack of investment and aging infrastructure. Issues included low reservoir levels, burst pipes, and pumping station failures. It was agreed that the lack of a backup generator at Barcombe was a basic planning failure.

The inadequacy of the water supply challenges the local plan’s provision for new housing. Land for a second reservoir is protected but not scheduled for construction until around 2045.

2: Other District Council Matters
The most pressing District Council issues affecting the parish/town councils’ present are:

i. The frustration with the problems at South East Water.
ii. The weak regulations which means that only the government can challenge the water company 
iii. Hailsham Treatment Works because it currently discharges onto, and thereby degrades, Pevensey
Levels.

It was noted that Horsham District Council’s Water Neutrality Project addresses the need for new housing development to not increase water demand in the sensitive North West Sussex area, a requirement driven by Natural England’s 2021 position statement.

Heathfield Parish Council is looking into what opportunities LGR will bring. It is also considering raising a legal challenge against a planning development for 30/40 homes at the junction of the A267 and A265.

3. Next Association Meetings: 8th April. 				
There were no further questions and this meeting ended at 8.50pm.
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