                     Wealden District Association of Local Councils

DRAFT

Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of the Wealden District Association of Local Councils held on Wednesday 1st July 2026 in the Green Room, Civic Centre, Uckfield at 7.00pm


Present:  Douglas Murray (Polegate), Martin Cooper (Willingdon and Jevington), Martyn Garrett (Crowborough), Kay Moss (Crowborough), Steve Tolhurst (Chiddingly), Robert Nathan (Hartfield), Shirley Mackinnon (Pevensey), Mike Shine (Wartling), John Castle (Hellingly), Nicky Stirling (Withyham), Christine Payne (Willingdon and Jevington), Jackie Appleton (Ardingly), Stephen Rabagliati (Arlington), Diana Monteath-Wilson (Alfriston), Diane Ward (Uckfield), Chris Bryant (Hailsham), Jeremy Hartson (Herstmonceux), David Turton (Warbleton), David Mallett (Buxted) and Malcolm Ramsden (Wadhurst).

Chris Bending (Corporate Director - Place, Wealden District Council), Kristina Shaw-Hamilton (Corporate Director – Governance and Projects), Trevor Leggo (ESALC) and Keith Robertson (Rother District Association of Local Councils). 
 
Also in attendance:  Alison Stevens (Honorary Secretary).

1. Apologies: Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Patrick Coffey (Heathfield and Waldron), Penny Lawne (Withyham), Simon Cramond (Isfield) and Lolita Reeves (Maresfield).

Apologies were also received fromLong Man Parish Council, Cuckmere Valley Parish Council, Fletching Parish Council, Mayfield and Five Ashes Parish Council, and Berwick Parish Council.

2. Election of Chairman:  Having been duly proposed and seconded, Cllr Douglas Murray was elected Chair for the ensuing year. 

3. Election of Vice Chairman: Having been duly proposed and seconded, Cllr Christine Payne was elected Vice Chair for the ensuing year.

4. Minutes of the Association Meeting: The Minutes of the Association Meeting held on 15 January 2026 were read, accepted as a true and accurate record, and signed by the Chair, subject to one correction: “Diane West” to “Diane Ward”.

5. Confirmed Representatives of the Management Committee are:

		Patrick Coffey			cllr.patrickcoffey@hwpc.org.uk
Diane Ward			diane.ward@uckfieldtc.gov.uk
		Kay Moss			kayjmoss@msn.com
		Martin Cooper			martinrcooper@hotmail.co.uk
		Doug Murray			cllr.d.murray@polegatetowncouncil.gov.uk
		Martyn Garrett			Cllr.martyn.garrett@crowboroughtowncouncil.gov.uk
	John Castle			cllr.john.castle@hellingly-pc.gov.uk
	Robert Nathan			r.nathan@btinternet.com

There are now three vacancies. 

The next Management Committee Meeting will be on the 9th September in Hailsham.
			
6. Confirmed Directors of East Sussex Association of Local Councils are:  

		Doug Murray			cllr.d.murray@polegatetowncouncil.gov.uk
		Kay Moss			kayjmoss@msn.com
                     Diane Ward			diane.ward@uckfieldtc.gov.uk

7. Confirmed Wealden Local Strategic Partnership:

Patrick Coffey 			cllr.patrickcoffey@hwpc.org.uk
		Kay Moss			kayjmoss@msn.com
		Christine Payne		christine_payne2020@outlook.com

8. Elected to the Standards Committee:

Christine Payne		christine_payne2020@outlook.com
John Castle			cllr.john.castle@hellingly-pc.gov.uk
Kay Moss			kayjmoss@msn.com

9. Elected to the Joint Action Group:

		John Castle			cllr.john.castle@hellingly-pc.gov.uk

10. End of Year Accounts 31 March 2026 – Members formally approved the audited accounts to 31 March 2026.

11. Appointment of the Honorary Secretary/Treasurer: – Councillors resolved that Alison Stevens continues in her role as Honorary Secretary and Treasurer to the Association for the forthcoming year.

12. Appointment of the Auditor: – Councillors approved the appointment of Peter Frost as the Association’s Auditor for 2026-2027.

13. Adoption of the Standing Orders and Constitution - A proposal was tabled to change the terminology in the Constitution and Standing Orders from “Chairman” and “Cice chairman” to “Chair” and “Vice Chair.” Although formal amendment rules typically require advance notice, members agreed to consider and vote given the minor, inclusive nature of the change and the common practice already reflected in recent minutes using “Chair” and “Deputy Chair.”

Debate acknowledged that the Local Government Act 1972 still uses “Chairman,” which could invite technical challenge. However, members considered the broader national convention and inclusivity imperative; several councils already use “Chair” and “Vice Chair.” By a near‑unanimous vote, after first agreeing to proceed despite procedural deadlines, the change was carried: the Association will hereafter use “Chair” and “Vice Chair” in its Constitution and Standing Orders.

The Standing Orders and Constitution were then accepted, subject to those changes being made.


14.  Wealden Updates – Wealden District Council provided the following updates - Senior Wealden Officers and the Deputy Leader briefed the meeting on finance, services, and key projects. The council reported a small surplus in both the general fund and housing revenue accounts for the year to 31 March which has now been placed into earmarked reserves. 

Core services are stable: missed bin rates remain very low for collections serving roughly 70,000 households. Homelessness prevention succeeded in around 200 cases over the last year, though it continues to require attention.

The Local Plan is advancing to a full council decision in September on the final draft. Members were advised that the next stage (Regulation 19) is not a conventional consultation; it presents the council’s proposed plan for examination against legal/national soundness tests. Comments go to the Planning Inspector, and councils should prepare by convening meetings during the September/October window.

Major projects progress includes the Hellingly Sports Hub, which is to open in the summer, Mayfield Medical Centre, and the new medical centre at Willingdon. The council highlighted two funding routes available now to grassroots and civic organisations: the Community‑led Infrastructure Fund and the Sports Infrastructure Fund, and encouraged town and parish council bids. Each ward councillor also has £10,000 for local not‑for‑profit groups. Most of last year’s allocation has been disbursed.

The “Big One Hundred” programme marks 100 years of the Ashdown Forest with events across the district. Free tickets have been negotiated for venues such as Sheffield Park and Herstmonceux Castle to improve access for those who might not otherwise afford entry. Councils and community groups were asked to help identify beneficiaries (e.g., via food banks) so tickets reach those most in need.

Wealden Asset Disposal Framework - Wealden presented its proposed framework for disposing of freehold assets (General Fund and non‑dwelling HRA assets) at undervalue where the community benefit is clear, in anticipation of the Local Government Reorganisation. The framework is discretionary and compliant with legal requirements enabling disposals at undervalue in specified circumstances. The aim is to safeguard community assets (economic, social, environmental benefit) before they pass to a larger unitary body that may have different priorities.

Expressions of interest are being invited from town and parish councils, ideally for assets within their boundaries to demonstrate local benefit, though cross‑parish interest is not prohibited. Once an expression is registered and governance approval confirmed, the council will share asset details, historical maintenance costs, lease obligations (where applicable), and valuations based on current use. Councils will then be invited to submit business proposals, including due diligence on ongoing costs.

The asset list is currently online and covers General Fund assets; the HRA non‑dwelling list is being updated and will be circulated once technical issues are resolved (housing stock itself is excluded and will remain). 

Discounts outlined in Appendix 2 apply to assets under £100,000; larger disposals may need shadow authority consent due to expected Section 24 constraints and will be handled case‑by‑case. Members discussed potential conflicts where assets depend on revenue streams likely to transfer (e.g., car parks), noting examples elsewhere. Clarifications confirmed valuations are based on current use. Leasehold arrangements where Wealden is tenant of parish freeholds fall outside this disposal framework and should be addressed separately. The process is collaborative, without a fixed deadline, and operating on a first‑come, first‑served basis.

Crowborough Army Camp: Community Impact and Council Response - Members raised intense concerns about the Home Office’s use of the Crowborough camp for asylum seekers, describing a deeply divided local environment with significant toxicity, abuse of council staff, and reputational damage to local businesses. Police resourcing has been strained, with officers continually pulled from rest days to manage protests.

Wealden emphasised that neither the district nor the town council made the decision to use the camp and neither is a mouthpiece for the Home Office. 

The council has implemented a transparency page (“Wealden Crowborough Camp”) publishing correspondence and monthly financial updates, partly to pre‑empt FOI burdens. 

Government funding received by Wealden is tightly restricted to supporting asylum seekers and cannot be used to support the wider community; the council is seeking overlap where lawful to mitigate indirect impacts and encouraged formal letters to the Home Office to request community impact funding. Police costs have reportedly now been accepted by the Home Office after months of negotiation.

On planning, the Home Office is currently operating under Class 19 Part 2 Emergency Powers on Crown land, which permit use for up to 12 months; that clock is reckoned from mobilisation which took place in November (2025), driving an early November (2026) deadline. The likely route for continued use is a Statutory Development Order (SDO) - used elsewhere and achievable as secondary legislation - rather than a standard planning application or a rarely used alternative emergency route. Under an SDO, Wealden is not formally consulted, but the council is pressing to influence the conditions attached (e.g., occupancy limits, site operations, transport, service provision on site) to reduce community impact. Wealden has also begun publishing myth‑busting updates to counter misinformation while carefully avoiding serving as the Home Office’s proxy communicator.

15. Update from ESALC - Keith Robertson in his role as Chair of Rother District Association of Local Councils, outlined a strategy for parish/town councils to engage with their future East Sussex unitary authority. The aim is to avoid smaller parishes losing their voice under government‑favoured Neighbourhood Area Committees (NACs). 

NACs typically serve around 50,000 residents and include multiple stakeholders (police, health, etc.), but risk being cumbersome, expensive, and less representative of individual parish interests. If NACs are created independently by the unitary, they could overshadow existing district associations, reduce influence, or render them redundant.

Members agreed in principle to support the proposal to adapt the current district association model where every parish has a voice, by proposing a merged approach that incorporates NAC objectives into a strengthened, parish‑led structure. This offers “first mover advantage” and presents a coherent, ready‑to‑use model that could make it harder for the unitary to impose a less favourable structure. The discussion recognised that complications such as unparished areas (Hastings and Eastbourne) would need to be accommodated. The Secretary of State’s decision is anticipated around 15 July, and Cornwall/Falmouth’s experience indicates that towns may need significant staff and resource planning if services migrate downward.

The Association voted in principle to proceed with developing the proposed format, which the Management Committee will refine in September and report back to the full association in October. 

Parallel work by Lewes and Rother Associations should then produce a unified template to present to the unitary council.

16. Questions from Members 

Pevensey Parish Council asked:
1: Wealden to explore working with bus companies to offer free train travel for local children to visit the Bayeux Tapestry, similar to the scheme being offered by their Hastings counterparts. 
2: Whether some WDALC meetings can be held in a hybrid format, as members may find it difficult to attend meetings in person during the winter.

Hybrid meetings will be discussed at the next Association meeting. Mr Bending offered to have a meeting with Pevensey about the free train travel.

Herstmonceux Parish Council raised concerns about the footpath access to the new sports hub. Wealden had left the meeting by this stage so the Honorary Secretary will raise the issue with them by email.

There were no further questions.

17. Dates of the next Association Meeting – 7 October in Hailsham (Association).			

There being no further business, this meeting closed at 9.20pm.
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