
                           


           


BENHALL AND STERNFIELD PARISH COUNCIL

Minutes of the Meeting held on Monday 22 September 2025 at the Ex-Servicemen’s Club, Benhall

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

In attendance: Katherine Abbott (Parish Clerk) and Cllr Sarah Whitelock (District Councillor)	 

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

Benhall Rail Bridge
A resident raised concerns about the Sealink Development Consent Order (DCO) specifically as it related to the Rail Bridge in Benhall. Councillor Fox responded by outlining the latest details as provided by Sealink on 19 September 2025 in its notification of the Examination stage and hearing dates. Councillor Fox offered to speak to the Whitearch Residents’ Association and said updates would be provided to all residents, via Facebook, as and when they were received. 
(Clerk’s note: On 7 October 2025, Sealink announced a consultation on proposed changes to the DCO which included an alteration to the land boundary for the bridge to allow a wider range of options to strengthen it; three options were stated in the documentation. The consultation would close on 7 November 2025. A Parish (Public) Meeting would be held on 27 October 2025 to update all residents ahead of the response deadline).  

1	Apologies for Absence
Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Chris Durrant and Riven Brace.     

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

3                       Reports from the District and County Councillors

Councillor Andrew Reid had provided a written report which was received and noted. Councillor Reid could not be present.

Councillor Tom Daly had provided a written report, which Cllr Sarah Whitelock summarised on his behalf, together with an update on the various energy projects.
 
Councillor Whitelock invited the Parish Council to join with other Parish Councils to receive a virtual briefing by the Leader of East Suffolk Council and the Chief Executive Officer on the Local Government Re-organisation and Mayoral Authority.
(Clerk’s note: Cllr Fox to attend this on 27 November 2025). 

Following a question by Councillor Fox, there was discussion of the wish to undertake the gathering of baseline figures of vehicles currently travelling on the B1121 through Benhall; it was agreed that this be explored as soon as possible to avoid missing the opportunity of obtaining as ‘true’ a figure as possible and in order that any increase in vehicle numbers arising out of the construction of Sea Link and related significant safety issues could be assessed and addressed. Currently, National Grid predicted only a minimal impact on the B1121, but it was agreed that accurate baseline data would be invaluable to evidence actual impact. Councillor Whitelock suggested that Enabling Community Budget grant funds could be applied for to meet costs. It was noted that Friston Parish Council had undertaken a similar exercise in its village, and it was suggested that Councillor Fox might seek its advice on what equipment would be required and costs etc.

Councillor Whitelock said that a blanket 30mph speed limit was being considered in certain locations and she invited the Parish Council to write to ESC to express interest or to comment. Councillor Whitelock said that the £10,000 fee to implement such a change would be paid for by ESC. 

The Chairman thanked the two Councillors for their reports. 

4                     Minutes of the Meeting held on 21 July 2025
The Minutes were approved without amendment. 

5                     Matters arising
17 March and 21 July 2025: Burial administration fees 
Councillor Paul Nicholson presented his survey of the fees of other Parish Councils which administered cemeteries and comparable costings and summarised his proposals. It was noted that fees had last been reviewed in 2022 and it had been agreed then to review again in 2025 – it was not the intention to make a profit but to ensure fees covered costs. 

It was agreed that the increase in fees be implemented and noted that these would still, on average, be lower than the fees charged by other local Parish Councils. The other two proposals within the report were not approved.   

Councillor Nicholson also proposed a small wildflower meadow be incorporated into the cemetery; it was agreed that he would provide details of a proposed ear-marked area, costs, sketch of location etc at the November meeting for consideration and decision. It was also proposed and agreed that the frequency of mowing at the cemetery be reduced to ‘soften’ the area and address some perceptions voiced by the public of the cemetery being overly ‘manicured’ on occasion. 

6                        Review of the Financial Risk Assessment 2025/6            
The Responsible Finance Officer (RFO) asked the Parish Council to undertake the annual review of this key document required for good governance and as part of the annual internal audit process. 

There were no questions on the contents of the Assessment which, having been reviewed, was proposed, seconded and by unanimous vote approved. 


7                         Review of the Asset Register 2025/6 
The Responsible Finance Officer (RFO) asked the Parish Council to undertake the annual review of this Register which formed the basis for decisions on risk and insurance issues, provided information on the age and potential lifespan of items, provided assurance on the continued existence of Council property and formed the basis for one section on the Annual Governance and Accountability Return within the internal audit process. The Parish Council was reminded that fixed assets were items of property, plant and equipment with a useful life of more than one year, a minimum purchase or resale price of £100 and used by the Council to deliver its services. The Register would now also include, where possible, an indication of whether items had been purchased, gifted or otherwise acquired together with locations. The RFO advised the Council that the Register should also provide evidence of inspection, repair and maintenance. 

The various items on the Register were discussed and information was updated, where possible. 

It was proposed, seconded and by unanimous vote agreed that the updated Asset Register be approved and that, in addition to the annual review, all would endeavour to keep it a ‘living’ document by advising the RFO of changes. It was also agreed that the RFO prepare a draft policy on future memorials to clarify on-going repair, maintenance and insurance costs.  

8                          Review of the Internal Control Statement 2025/6
The Responsible Finance Officer (RFO) asked the Parish Council to undertake the annual review of this Statement. The Statement ensured sound systems to conduct the business of the Parish Council in accordance with the law and proper standards. The Statement safeguarded public money by proper accounting of its use, economically, efficiently and effectively. 

The Internal Control Statement was reviewed and it was proposed, seconded and by unanimous vote approved. 

9                         Insurance cover for the coming year
The Responsible Finance Officer (RFO) stated that the Parish Council currently held relevant policies with Ansvar via Community Action Suffolk and stated that renewal with Ansvar would see the premium increase to £566. Councillor Parmenter who had reviewed the policy document for the Council stated that this was an established insurance company bespoke to Parish Councils. 

In response to a query about cover for volunteers, it was confirmed that under the Employer Liability component of the policy active volunteers were covered if they acted under the instruction of the Council. Therefore, it was important that when volunteers were assisting the Council their names, the period they would be working, the instructions issued and a log of attendees be kept and shared with the RFO. 

It was proposed, seconded and by unanimous vote agreed that the Council renew its policy with Ansvar. 

10                        Statement of financial activity in Quarter 2 of the 2025/6 financial year, reconciliation of accounts, CIL spend.
The Responsible Finance Officer (RFO) had provided all Councillors with the latest version of the Cashbook which detailed income, expenditure and balances to date. It was noted that £524 of CIL funds had been spent on the urgent repairs to the play area following the vandalism. There were no queries on the information provided which was noted and reconciled. 

11                        Assertion 10 GDPR Compliance: Annual Governance and Accountability Return 2025/6
The Clerk had attended a virtual seminar on 8 September 2025 and had circulated a briefing note to Councillors. Starting from the 2025/26 financial year, Assertion 10 would form a formal part of every local Council’s AGAR (Annual Governance and Accountability Return). This meant a strengthened focus on demonstrating, with evidence, digital and data compliance in practice as part of the Annual Return as a crucial document in the internal audit process. This meant: 
(a) Demonstrating adherence to the mandatory IT and data requirements for smaller authorities and a clear understanding of the legal requirements of GDPR 2016 and its more recent updates, and the Data Protection Act 2018 
(b) Having up-to-date data protection and information compliance policies that reflect the specific ways the Council operates.
(c) Transitioning to Council-owned (and funded) gov.uk domain names for websites as best practice and to ensure website accessibility and transparency standards are met (2018 Accessibility Regulations/WCAG 2.2 AA/Transparency Code) 
(d) Transitioning to Council-owned and funded official email systems to secure communications and ceasing the use of personal or generic emails by Councillors (benefits for FOI, GDPR, Subject Access Requests (Data (use and Access) Act June 2025, accountability, security, avoiding risks of third party managed domains etc.)  
(e) Developing an IT policy that covers the use of both Council-owned and personal devices – reflecting key changes and additions impacting digital governance and data integrity requirements. 
(f) Evidencing that Council staff and Councillors have received regular, relevant training.

The Clerk stated that the Council was already compliant with (c) and partially compliant with (d) in that the Clerk/RFO had a gov.uk email address ready to use. The Clerk would ensure updated policies, as described, were brought before the Council for adoption and to evidence adherence. It was noted that the Council would need to transition, as described, and the cost implications. Regarding (f), the Clerk advised that training was available online via SALC. 

The requirements of Assertion 10 and actions to be undertaken were noted.  

12                        Energy Projects update
Councillor Fox reported that she had attended the SZC Southern Transport Forum on 3 September and spoken to Steve Merry, Technical Approvals Manager, Highways (SCC) about arranging an informal meeting with the Council to discuss the disruption to the road networks and the impact of the converter station on traffic movements on the B1121. 

Scottish Power’s drop-in session on 16 September had been attended, and Councillor Fox had fed back that the maps provided regarding EA2 related road closures were difficult to interpret and could usefully be improved. 

As a result of archaeological works, a 90m ancient Neolithic henge monument of national significance had been discovered along the cable rout/access road near Bulls Hall. This could not be disturbed and so the Scottish Power order limits were being extended to go around the monument. 

The registration window for Sealink had re-opened with a further c370 additional submissions bringing the total to c6000 before it closed. It had re-opened again for two specific responses. The Rule 6 letter, published on 19 September, had marked the start of the Development Consent Order’s examination phase: the preliminary hearing would be held on 5 November. 

13                             Provision of a bicycle maintenance station
Councillor Barclay reported that Benhall Green had been identified as the possible location of a maintenance station by the Community Partnership and the Parish Council had been asked to identify a piece of land to house the station and equipment which was publicly accessible and had naturally surveillance. The installation of the station would be paid for by SZC and ESC would purchase equipment and tools; however, ownership and responsibility for on-going repair and maintenance of the station and its equipment would sit with the Parish Council.

Councillor Stebbings would raise this with the Club’s Executive Committee and provide an update on its views about hosting the station to the November meeting. 

14                             Reports and updates from Parish representatives  
(a) Planning, including Cycle, Wheel, Walk, Ride etc.
Councillor S Nicholson reported that the location for the Cycle, Wheel, Walk, Ride etc crossing would be at Kiln Lane. Assurances had been sought that the crossing would remain accessible during works; SZC had confirmed but Network Rail had not replied to confirm it would comply. 
(b) The Wadd
No update. The Council had received further remarks from the public about the length of the grass causing issues accessing the site. The Clerk to advise the responsible Councillor (Clerk’s note: The wet area cleared and cut mid-October). 
(c) Village green and play area. 
No update. The Chairman asked that two residents receive a formal letter of thanks from the Parish Council to acknowledge their voluntary work to restore the play area. 
(d) Trees
No update. 
(e) Cemetery
Item 5, above, refers. 
(f) Newsletter insert to Ebb and Flow 
It was suggested and agreed that items for inclusion in the short insert be requested from residents. 
(g) Emergency Planning 
Councillor Stebbings reported that the draft of the updated Plan was scheduled to come before the Parish Council in November for consideration and adoption. He thanked Councillors Duncan, S Nicholson and Parmenter for their assistance. 
(h) Ex-Servicemen’s Club 
Councillor Stebbings reported that recent successful events included the village show and dog show, a range of music and quiz events were planned. The plastic patio roof would be replaced in the Autumn and the Club now had various sizes of marquee available for hire. The AGM would be held in October. 
(i) Welcome letter.
Councillor Duncan said no new residents had arrived in the villages. A request to let her know of new arrivals had been placed on Facebook and in the newsletter insert. 
(j) External meetings
Councillor Duncan had attended a meeting with Suffolk Highways in mid-August regarding a self-help scheme. Due to financial constraints, Highways was now unable to cut grass, prune trees, clear weeds and gullies, clean road signs etc. and invited Parish Councils to join the scheme to buy-in services from Highways or other providers, use volunteers etc. It was agreed that the possible use of Pay Back community services or volunteers, including the Plymouth Brethren, would be explored further and reported to the next meeting by Councillor Duncan.

Councillor Duncan had also attended the Community Partnership meeting on 27 August and provided a summary of the items discussed (full details available on the ESC website). A presentation had been received from Suffolk MIND following the well-being survey including on the impact of the NSIPs. The Partnership had set its priorities as mental health, children’s oral health and supporting local hubs; about the last, funding was available and ideas/suggestions were sought by Cllr Duncan. 

15                                    Correspondence  
(i) School Lane: A resident had said that his car had low ground clearance and had bottomed out in School Lane. The matter had been referred to Highways for a view. 
(ii) Improving habitats and green spaces: Following a suggestion by Councillor Duncan, it was agreed that the possibilities around improving wildlife habitats and green spaces within the villages, including costs and resources, would be explored. 


The Meeting close at 9.10pm 
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