
                           


           


BENHALL AND STERNFIELD PARISH COUNCIL

Minutes of the Meeting held on Monday 19 January 2026 at the Ex-Servicemen’s Club, Benhall

Councillors present:  Bev Barclay (Chair), Coral Duncan, Chris Durrant, Charlotte Fox, Paul Nicholson, Sue Nicholson, Julie Parmenter and Mark Stebbings. 

Open Forum: The Chair invited members of the public in attendance to present questions or issues for the Council’s consideration. 

1. Planning applications. A gentleman queried whether a planning application had yet been submitted for housing to be built on land near his home.  Cllr S. Nicholson advised the gentleman to visit the public access section of the planning portal on the East Suffolk Council (ESC) website for recent submissions, also, to register for alerts via the ‘Search’ option.  Cllr S. Nicholson noted that she was due to attend a meeting with ESC regarding planning and she would ask about the potential planning application and provide feedback at the next Parish Council meeting in March 2026. (Cllr S Nicholson) 
1. Temporary road closures and local diversions.  A local resident raised concern with a recent road closure/diversion and HGV vehicles using local single-track roads despite these being signposted as unsuitable for HGVs.  The diversion of Mitford Road had been inappropriate, but vehicles opting to use Parkfield Road as an alternative was equally inappropriate with damage caused to verges and gridlocked traffic. It was noted that Sizewell C (SZC) had been notified of the incident, Residents were encouraged to reports future incidents direct to SZC and to copy these to SCC Highways.  Cllr Fox stated that it was important for the community’s voice to be heard by SZC and SCC in addition to the Parish Council’s communications with them on these matters. 

1      Apologies for absence 
There were no apologies for absence. The Clerk/Responsible Finance Officer was unable to attend the meeting due to a family bereavement; Cllr Duncan minuted the meeting in her absence. 

2         Declarations of Interest for items on the agenda
There were no Declarations of Interest. 

3         Reports by District and County Councillors  
The County Councillor and District Councillor were not present. 

4         Minutes of the Meeting held on 24 November 2025
The Minutes were approved without amendment. 

5         Matters arising
(i)        Update following submission of the Parish Council’s comments on 30mph 
 proposals by ESC  
 As the District Councillor was not present an update was not possible, the item to 
 be carried over to the next meeting. (Cllr S Nicholson) 

(ii)         Outline proposal for a wildflower meadow at Benhall St Mary Church      Cllr P. Nicholson submitted a detailed survey of the cemetery, proposing two options for planting the wild meadow.  The proposed plan for planting the wild meadow, supported with professional advice, was considered impractical.  The more manageable option of planting mixed native bulbs, offering offering colour from January to May, gradually naturalising the area but not presenting an obstacle to grave digging machinery, was supported. It was agreed in principle that, subject to funding being available, bulbs would be ordered in the summer for delivery and planting in the autumn. (Clerk’s note: The annual offer of free native pollinator-friendly bulbs as well as daffodil bulbs to perhaps also be considered). (Cllr P Nicholson)
(iii)         Improving habitats and wild spaces. The proposals of a group of villagers’ ambitions in this regard to be reported to the March meeting. (Cllr C Duncan) 
(iv)         Visit by Councillors to Fen Meadow. Cllr S Nicholson stated that conditions for the guided visit in September 2025 had proved too dry to observe much progress. Cllr S Nicholson would arrange another meeting for a visit by Councillors. It was also suggested that a visit for residents be arranged, limited to ten attendees at a time, and that requests be submitted to the Parish Clerk and permitted on a first come, first served basis. Cllr S Nicholson to advertise the open visit in the newsletter. (Cllr S. Nicholson) 
(v)          Update on the draft Emergency Plan and correspondence with neighbouring PCs Cllr Stebbings had emailed neighbouring PCs to gauge interest in mutual aid and support in the event of an emergency. Cllr Stebbings had received positive feedback from several of those contacted, both from those who had emergency plans in place and those interested in seeking help and advice. The draft Emergency Plan was scheduled to come to the March meeting for consideration and approval. (Cllr Stebbings)

6            Decision on the Co-option of prospective Councillors to existing vacancies.  The Chair stated that no applications had been received by the closing date and the deadline would be extended to 15 February 2026. 

7            Review of the roles and responsibilities of Councillors
The Parish Council recorded its thanks to the Clerk for creating the updated document which was unanimously accepted. It was agreed that, once gov.uk email addresses were in place, these be added to the document. The document to be placed on the website. The Clerk had stated that this was a ‘living’ document which could be revised and added to as necessary, and Councillors were asked to advise her of new areas going forward. 

8            Report from the meeting with representatives of UK Power Networks (UKPN) regarding power outages                                                                     
Cllr S Nicholson summarised the background and details of the power outages which had occurred in the past five months. She, the Chair and Cllr Parmenter had attended a meeting with UKPN representatives who had said that repairs made to underground cables and the cutting back of standing trees would hopefully mean no further outages would be experienced because of these issues. UKPN was, obviously, not able to guarantee that one-off outages might happen due to other issues, such as bad weather or fallen trees etc. 
Residents who qualified had been encouraged to register with the UKPN Priority Service. Residents were also advised that they could contact UKPN to request compensation in the event of an outage with each request would be assessed on an individual basis.
.
It was suggested that the Parish Council’s Emergency Planning lead, Cllr Stebbings, contact the UKPN Area Manager during any future outages to gain detailed information and seek any extra help for residents. This was agreed)
Members of the public present enquired how they might access information in an emergency.  Cllr S Nicholson advised them to check the Facebook page or email the Clerk.  It was suggested some members of the community may need help or reassurance in the use of Facebook. Cllr S Nicholson stated she would be happy to help explain the use of Facebook to those needing any assistance.                                                           
In conclusion, the Chair said the meeting with UKPN had been positive and productive and, on behalf of the Council, thanked Cllr S Nicholson for achieving the outcomes. 

9         Draft policy on the repair, maintenance and insurance of future memorials
The draft policy was reviewed and unanimously approved by Council, which expressed its thanks to the Clerk for such a comprehensive document.  The Chair asked that the policy, and the application form, be placed on the Parish Council’s website.  All applications to be submitted via the Clerk.

10       End of year report on Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) spend
(i) The end of 2025 report by the Responsible Finance Officer was received and verified by the Chair on behalf of the Council. This would be placed on the website. 
(ii) Suggestions for spend of CIL funds. 
Cllr C. Durrant proposed the purchase of a new notice board to replace the one recently vandalised on the Green. This was agreed, in principle, subject to costings of a new noticeboard and any associated installation costs (labour, posts, concrete base etc) being obtained for consideration at the March meeting. (Cllr Durrant)
The grit bin on the corner of School Lane had been reported as damaged, with water ingress rendering the grit useless. The Clerk had advised that the cost to replace was between £150-£450, depending on the size of the replacement.  Cllr S. Nicholson suggested that the existing bins at Red Lane and Brooke Farm Barn were very close to each other and suggested one of these could be relocated to School Lane to save costs. The Clerk to seek permission from SCC for this to be undertaken. There was an enquiry about where grit could be spread and by whom. (Clerk’s note: Grit must only to be used on the public highway and unauthorised use was to be considered as theft. The PC was responsible for monitoring use.)
The Chair urged Councillors to bring further suggestions for items to future meetings. 

11       Statement of financial activity (as at end Quarter 3) for review and reconciliation   
The PC noted the report on financial activity which had been circulated by the Responsible Finance Officer. In the absence of the RFO, Chair suggested that the item be received and accepted, as presented. 

It was agreed that, with effect from 1 December 2025, Councillors record the hours they had worked on Council matters and sundry costs they had incurred such as mileage etc. This would be shared with residents within the Chairman’s Annual Report in May 

12      Discussion of additional funding opportunities.
There were no District or County Councillors present with whom to discuss possible opportunities but the Locality and Enabling Communities Budgets of both were noted.  

The Clerk was asked to contact Sally Longmate, the CEO of the Suffolk Association of Local Councils (SALC) and Cllr Daley (ESC) to enquire if additional funding was available to fund the additional hours worked by the Clerk in response to the extra work created by the various NSIPs. (Clerk’s note: The Clerk had written to both on 29 January). 

13      To discuss and agree the Annual Budget for 2026/7
A draft budget with explanatory notes had been prepared by the RFO and circulated to Councillors. Following discussion, it was proposed, seconded and unanimously agreed that the draft budget be approved to enable the Precept Request at item 14 to be made by the deadline of 26 January.        
14        To discuss and agree the Precept Demand for 2026/7                                                                                        
The RFO had circulated explanatory notes and the letter from ESC which sought the Precept Demand later that month. It was proposed, seconded and unanimously agreed that the Parish Council’s element of the total Council Tax (the Precept) for 2026/7 by increased by £500 to a total of £10,500. 

15        Update on National Significant Infrastructure (Energy) Projects (NSIPs)
Cllr Fox had provided a full written report to Councillors on the meetings and fora attended.  In summary:
ESCEP meeting - evaluating impacts of NSIPs on mental health, wellbeing and tourism.
ESC meeting - Impact of LGR creating large workload for PC adding to the already heavy workload generated by NSIPs.
Suffolk Water Recycling, Transfer & Storage Project - an overview of proposals impacting Saxmundham to SWC via the proposed Sternfield converter station site. 
SWC Transport Forum – progress report, focus on RTAs at Friday Street roadworks and the impact of diversions on local roads. 
SWC Main Development Site Forum – a progress report focusing mainly on traffic and transport issues. Identifying need for traffic monitoring on the B1121.
Cllr Fox stated that submissions to the Planning Inspectorate regarding aspects of the Sea Link proposals had been made by the required deadlines on 12 December, 9 and 19 January. Cllr Fox had attended Sea Link Hearings on 28, 29 and 30 January and had spoken on all three days on the cumulative impact on traffic and transport, mental health and wellbeing, and coastal erosion.
The consultation on the Lion Link proposals had commenced. 
Cllr Fox said she had corresponded with Cllr Whitelock (ESC) and Cllr Reid (SCC) to discuss the cumulative impact of the NSIPs on residents. She had also written to Rebecca Quigg (Transport Manager at SZC) seeking a meeting regarding traffic monitoring on the B1121.
Cllr. Fox wished to seek the views of residents and the PC views on what they felt would be meaningful mitigation.  There was a need to establish meaningful beneficial mitigation for the community. This to be presented at the March PC meeting (Cllr Fox). 
It was suggested that the Clerk contact Saxmundham TC to explain that, as a PC, there were grave concerns for people’s mental health, to ask what arrangements they might have in place and if a collaborative approach was possible. 
16        Reports from Parish representatives 
(i) Planning
 Cllr S Nicholson provided a report on the details of the eight current applications. 
South Saxmundham Garden Neighbourhood   Numerous planning meetings had been attended as Parish Council representative and to raise issues which might affect the villages.  The Plan was still under consultation with an outline planning application to be submitted in February/March.  A potential area of interest/concern was the service area to be at the west of the A12. Public engagement would begin when outline planning is submitted and the formal planning process and consultation started.
Shotts Meadow     An outline application with some matters reserved for the erection of up to 41 dwellings (details of access to be considered).
Land south of Forge Close    The Planning Officer had not confirmed why ‘Awaiting Decision’ status was indicated.
East Suffolk Local Plan and call for sites – The call for sites had closed on 9 January. Cllr S. Nicholson would attend a briefing on this and other aspects of the new Local Plan on 2 February.
Lion Link – The Public consultation had commenced on 24 January. It was agreed that Councillor would discuss its response to this by email, in the first instance. 
There was a discussion of how best to share information on the Lion Link proposals with residents. It was agreed that Cllr Fox draft an item for the next available newsletter.  
Cycling, walking, wheeling, horse-riding route. The modal bollards had been approved and installation scheduled for March, the actual date to be confirmed.
(ii) The Wadd – Deferred. 
(iii) Village Green and Play Area. – There was nothing to report. 
(iv) Trees and Orchard – Deferred 
(v)  Cemetery - Cllr P. Nicholson reported that he had attended and completed SALCs training for his role. He advised that a safe place to store burial records and the use of digital records was recommended by the training.  A representative of the History Society offered its safe for the storage of burial records. It was also noted that the History Society had scanned and digitised cemetery records and these within its archives.  The PC asked if these could be made public and accessible via a link on the PCs website (Cllr P Nicholson/Cllr Durrant). 
(vi) Newsletter insert in Ebb and Flow.  The deadline had passed for the February edition, any news or articles for the March, or subsequent editions, to be sent to Cllr S. Nicolson.
(vii) Emergency Planning. Cllr Stebbings reported that Cllr Parmenter had attended ESC Training, gaining guidance and advice in creating a Plan and how it would be applied in the event of an emergency. Enquiries have been made in sourcing/funding basic emergency equipment.  
The Ex-Servicemen’s Club has been nominated and approved by ESC as the designated premises for shelter etc in the event of an incident. UKPN had been notified, and had updated its records and, in the event of an emergency requiring its use as a shelter, the Club would be reconnected as a priority
Villagers who were named on the original Emergency Plan as volunteers were being contacted to enquire if they still wished to volunteer.  This would be in the next edition of the newsletter along with a call for new volunteers. 
(viii) Welcome letter. Cllr Duncan to deliver a welcome letter to the new residents moving to Benhall. 
(ix) Reports from external meetings – These were received and noted. 

17        Correspondence 	 
There had been no correspondence received. 

18        Urgent items
There were no items of urgency requiring discussion. 

19         Review of the Clerk/Responsible Finance Officer’s performance and Terms and Conditions
It was proposed, seconded and unanimously resolved that this item be discussed in private as it was Exempt under paragraphs 1, 2, 3 and 4 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972 (as amended) 

Councillors were unanimous in their appreciation of the Clerk/Responsible Finance Officer’s performance, acknowledging her hard work, and the additional workload caused by the various NSIPs. It was unanimously agreed that the Clerk/RFOs hours increase to five per week and that her monthly allowance increase to £15. 

The meeting concluded at 8.45pm. 
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