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MINUTES FROM THE FULL COUNCIL MEETING HELD ON TUESDAY 30TH JUNE 2020 
AT 7PM 
 
This was a virtual meeting On Zoom 
 
Attendance:   Councillors T Faith (except for item 13.16), W Frapple, S Hale, M Harrison, B 
Height, E Hobbs (Chair), C Inchley (except for item 13.16), G Kennedy, M Lovell, B Manley 
and G Mayall, N Shearn and N Tolson  
 
Present:  C Starkie, Town Clerk, L Evans, Assistant Town Clerk, T Jessop, Project Officer  
 
Public:  2 members of the public and 2 representatives from Shepton Mallet Leisure Centre 
and the Councillor Wyke, Leader of Mendip District Council.  
 
There were no public questions.  
 
13.1 Apologies for Absence.  

Apologies were received and accepted from Councillor McGuire (on an extended 
period of absence).  
 

13.2 Chairman’s Announcement 
The Chair announced that whilst it had been the intention of the council to reopen the 
play parks within Collett Park, the Town Clerk had completed a risk assessment and 
had identified that the access to the park, and the need for parents to queue on the 
pavement posed some social distancing challenges as there would be potentially too 
many people congregating in one area.  Therefore, the play areas could not open on 
4th July but this would be reviewed as guidance was updated.  However, it was the 
intention to reopen the public toilet as soon as a cleaning schedule can be agreed and 
the appropriate signage put in place.   Further guidance would be sought to ensure 
that the council can open the parks safely, ensuring that all users of the park can 
socially distance.   
 

13.3 Declarations of Interest.  
Councillor Inchley declared an interest in the discussion on the application for a grant 
for the leisure centre (item 13.16) and informed the meeting that he would leave the 
meeting whilst it was discussed, as well as not vote on the matter.   
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Clerk’s Note:  Councillor Lovell declared an interest retrospectively, that his wife is a 
governor of Whitstone School. However, as he has no pecuniary interest in the matter 
he participated in the discussion and did vote on the item.  

 
13.4 Minutes of the meetings held on 19TH May 2020. 

The minutes from this meeting were accepted by the council as a true record and 
signed by the Chair.  
 
Resolved that: 
The minutes of the meeting on 19th May 2020 were signed.  
 

13.5 Update from the local Police Officer 
Councillors received a report from the local PCSO Supervisor.  They noted that there 
was some anti-social behaviour at the West Shepton Playing Fields which was being 
dealt with.  Consideration was given to whether the gate could be closed, but if such 
action was taken consideration had to be given to access for ambulance crew.   

 
Resolved that: 
The report by noted and the police thanked for providing the information.  
  

13.6 Update from the County Councillor 
No report was received.   
The Chairman expressed disappointment that despite regular invitations the county 
councillor was not attending meetings, nor providing any updates.   
 

13.7 Update from District Councillors 
Councillor Inchley updated the meeting that he continues to work on the social 
deprivation agenda and that plenty of work was being done with support agencies to 
make improvement to those in financial need. 
 
Councillor Kennedy commented that the ground care contract would be due for 
consideration in the coming months.  
 
Councillor Wyke, leader of Mendip District Council, gave an update to the meeting of 
the work that the district council is involved in and that it was working very hard to 
provide a valuable service to the community, focusing on business recovery and 
health.  It had recently offered free market stalls to holder and free car parking spaces 
to the end of August, and had in place a social distancing scheme across several town 
centre, where traffic had been diverted away from the town centre.  It was pushing 
forward with its plans for the Strawberry Line and also focussing on green initiatives, 
including the improvement of air quality and reducing idling time in waiting areas.   

 
Resolved that: 
The reports be noted.  
 

13.8 To appoint representative to an outside body 
To consider the appointment of Councillor Hale to the 7 Starlings. 
Councillor Haled explained the purpose of the 7 Starlings to provide additional support 
to the Library community hub and initiate ways of creating new income streams.   
 
Resolved that:  

 Councillor Hale be appointed as the council representative on 7 Starlings. 
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13.9 Financial Year End Matters 2019/20 

The Responsible Financial Officer explained the yearend financial process and the 
need to accept the internal audit report and to agree to the statements, figures and 
assertions in the Annual Governance and Accountability Return.   

 
Resolved that: 
The report be accepted.  
 

13.10 To note the Internal Auditors comments in relation to the AGAR 
 
Resolved that: 
Councillors accept the comments raised by the Internal Auditor, especially in relation 
to the need to consider financial risk during each year. 
 

13.11 To agree to the assertions in Section One of the AGAR 
 

Resolved that:  
Councillors agreed to the assertions in Section One of the AGAR for the year 2019/20 
and requested that the form be signed by the Chairman and Town Clerk.  They noted 
the need to undertake a financial risk assessment during the year.  
 

13.12 To agree to the figure in Section Two of the AGAR 
 
Resolved that: 
All councillors agreed with the figures contained within the Accounting Statement and 
agreed that it be signed by the RFO and Chairman.    

 
13.13 A plan for Shepton 

The Town Clerk updated the meeting of the progress that had been made and that the 
Town Plan was ready to be published.  More detailed action plans were being created 
and would be reported to the appropriate committee meetings in due course.  
Councillor Inchley proposed that a further facilitated session be hosted in order for 
councillors to prioritise their actions to ensure projects that had the widest impact are 
adopted, to consider what can realistically be done within existing budgets and with 
the change in emphasis as the community recovers from the pandemic.  
 
Resolved that: 
The Town Plan for Shepton be adopted and published.  
 
The Town Clerk arrange a further session with the facilitator for all councillors to 
attend for the purpose of prioritising the council’s projects and objectives.   

 
13.14 Project Update 

The Project Officer updated the council on the projects that had been identified, and 
what stage they had go to as well as identifying if the council was a lead or a partner.  
Detailed progress would be provided in further reports to the committee meetings.  
Councillor Kennedy expressed frustration at the delay in the resurfacing of the market 
place and that the council must consider the long term investment. He also asked for 
reassurance that Collett Park would be included in the town signage project.   The 
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Business Awards was the first project to be launched since the employment of the 
Project Officer and was being well received.   

 
Resolved that: 
The project update be noted.  

 
13.15 To Consider a response to the consultation about One Somerset/Reorganisation 

Councillor Wyke updated the meeting on the potential future of local government in 
Somerset. There had been previous attempts to reorganise and the current proposal 
for reorganisation was not fully supported.  It was noted that things need to change to 
bring improvements and that financial savings must be made as more emphasis and 
budgets are placed on social care. Due to a lack of funding from central government, 
some key services were under funded.   

 
Somerset County Council were seeking initial views, but had not yet completed their 
business case, nor a delivery plan. At the same time parish and town councils and 
district councils were diverting essential resources to manage a pandemic.  Timing 
was poor and it was difficult to comment without having the business case to consider 
a response. 

 
The overall view was that parishes wanted to be more involved in the process, as well 
as being involved with the solutions, yet currently many organisations had staff who 
were furloughed or facing economic challenges.  It was recognised that one size does 
not fit all, that the county is a very large geographical area and that the current 
proposal does not offer sufficient financial savings to be an adequate reason to 
support the disbandment of the district councils. It was agreed that the area needs to 
benefit from the best local government system and not necessarily the cheapest and 
that the desire to improve services should be the main driver.   

 
Discussion took place on the shared services that exist between district councils, the 
urgent need for regeneration and the desire to deliver improvements at district level, 
with the towns playing a major role in this.  It touched on social housing, climate 
change, a changing society and localism.   

 
Councillor Wyke was thanked for attending the meeting and her valuable input.  

 
Resolved that: 
The Town Council would respond to the survey, and councillors were requested to send 
their comments to Councillor Kennedy who would write a response on behalf of the 
Town Council.   
 
The response to the survey is attached at Appendix A.  

 
13.16 To Consider the application for the funds from the Leisure Centre 

 
Councillor Inchley declared an interest, left the meeting and did not participate or vote on 
this matter. 
 
Councillor Faith lost connectivity during this item and did not vote on the matter.   
 
The Chair introduced the representatives from the Leisure Centre who were present to 
answer any questions.  Attempts to apply for grants to support running costs while the 
leisure centre was closed due to the pandemic had been unsuccessful due to the nature 
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of the structure of the leisure centre.  In response to the need to secure additional funds, 
the leisure centre had started a crowd fund campaign, which would receive some 
additional match funding.  It would continue to apply for funding from other sources.   It 
was agreed that the leisure centre was widely used by all generations, and was a 
valuable community resource.  Surplus funds were put back into the leisure centre on a 
rolling basis for refurbishments and it did not have any reserves that it could rely on.   
 
The leisure centre management were aware that a second wave of Covid 19 would 
reduce the offer they can make and have an impact on staffing and opening hours, but 
were optimistic that members would return once the go ahead had been given for leisure 
centres to open.   
 
Councillor Height request that a recorded vote be undertaken. She had other questions 
in relation to cleanliness and whether those who had paid for membership up front for a 
year would be receiving a refund.  Mr Swallow would deal with these questions directly 
with Councillor Height.   
 
It was requested that if the council did offer a grant that recognition would be given to the 
town council, and this was agreed, although the school/leisure centre was unable to 
change its management structure and have a representative of the council on its board.  
 
Councillor Harrison proposed that the council make a one off grant of £20,000 to 
Shepton Mallet Leisure Centre for the purpose of assist with its recovery, but that no 
money to be used on the staffing.   Councillor Tolson seconded the proposal 
 
This grant was being awarded under the General Power of Competence and was 
specifically for leisure and not education.  Several councillors added that the leisure 
centre was a community facility that the town could not afford to lose and that it could not 
ignore this request and allow the leisure centre to wither or collapse.   
 
The vote was as follows: 
 
In Favour:  Councillors Frapple, Kennedy, Mayall, Manley, Shearn, Hobbs, Hale, 
Harrison, Tolson and Lovell.  
 
Against:  Councillor Height  
 
Resolve that: 
The Town Council make a grant of £20,000 to Shepton Mallet Leisure Centre, under its 
General Power of Competence, for the purpose of a contribution towards its running 
costs (but not staff costs) following the financial struggle caused by the pandemic. 
 
The town council resolved to continue the meeting as it had reached 9pm. 

 
13.17 Grant Recipient Feedback 

The Responsible Financial Officer gave feedback in a written report from those who 
had been in receipt of a grant. Feedback had been received from B Wing art project, 
Shepton Mallet Lantern Festival, The Shepton Experience (Sunday Market), The 
Forest Food Project, Holly and Hawthorn Forest School, Mendip Community 
Transport, Shepton Mallet Carnival Committee, Shepton Mallet Youth Club (YMCA), 
Citizens Advice Mendip, Snowdrop Festival, Tourist Information Centre,  
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Resolved that: 
The report be noted.  

 
13.18 To receive the notes from the Town Development and Planning Committee 

Councillors received the comments that had been passed to Mendip District Council in 
relation to the planning applications that were considered on 2nd June 2020 
 
Resolved that: 
The comments be noted.  

 
   
13.19 Date of the next meeting 

It was agreed that a meeting would be held on Tuesday 8th September at 7pm.  Zoom 
invitations would be sent out with the agenda as well as being on the website for the 
public to obtain.  

 
The meeting closed at 9.10pm  
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Appendix A 
 
Shepton Mallet Town Council’s response to Somerset County Council’s One Somerset 
Proposal 

 
Shepton Mallet Town Council (SMTC) met on 30th June 2020 to discuss Somerset County Council’s 
One Somerset proposal that proposes to establish a Unitary Authority across the county with the 
abolition of the County Council (SCC) and four District Councils. 
 
In many ways we as a town and parish council are the level of local government most in touch with 
residents. Many residents are baffled by what each of the tiers of local government do, or which 
authority to turn to for advice or help.  The Town Council is often used as the first port of call.  SMTC 
recognises that there are challenges that face all levels of local councils especially during this 
pandemic, but there are many underlying problems that predate the current emergency:   
 
Major areas of concern include: 

1. The chronic underfunding suffered by all tiers of local government that began with the 

implementation of austerity measures that started in 2010 

2. SCC’s funding squeeze that preceded 2010 driven by political choices 

Points 1 and 2 have combined to create a looming financial crisis for SCC that are exacerbating 
problems with service delivery and an inability to address challenges that have become critical 
including: 

3. SCC facing problems funding and resourcing Adult and Children’s Social Care. 

4. Somerset having chronically poor economic productivity and a failure to address endemic low 

pay. 

5. Affordability of housing: low wages and high house prices combine to make it impossible for 

many to get on the housing ladder. It results in many born here not being able to find a long-

term secure home. 

6. The county’s poorly insulated housing stock causing fuel poverty. 

7. Unreliable and disjointed public transport links and connectivity. 

8. No integrated sustainable green plan for Somerset to address climate change. 

SMTC believes that local government must serve its residents in an efficient and responsive way.  It 
is vital that any structure of local government does not hinder the delivery of high-quality services. 
Whilst in parallel, it should never undermine devolved, local, accessible democratic oversight of 
decision-making. 
 
Does the status quo serve residents well? 
We recognize that there are many areas of systemic failure in the current local government 
arrangements, and at the heart of the problem must lie the approximately 40% of cuts in central 
funding at the same time as demand for services has grown. 
 
Like many settlements, Shepton Mallet has changed over the previous decade.  A sense of the town 
being moribund and depressed is lifting and in certain ways the town is discovering a new confidence 
and managing change better than many communities. In large part this is due to new people offering 
their time and skills and others moving into Shepton with fresh ideas and a vision for the future. This 
new energy has been helped and at times generated by a supportive and increasingly less political, 
more ambitious and effective Town Council.  
 
The reduction in Central Government Grant Support in combination with the capping of the higher tier 
local councils’ and their consequent inability to match need to finance has resulted in savage cuts to 
services or imaginative methods of seeking alternative revenue streams, all in an attempt to balance 
their accounts. 
It is notable that Mendip District Council (MDC) has managed to weather caps and cuts to its revenue 
with relatively minor impacts on local service provision, mainly by investing in property.  At the same 
time the Town Council has taken on responsibilities in whole or in part from the higher tiers of local 
government as they make cuts and reduce their capacity in many sectors.  These range from 
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provision for youth services, Citizens Advice, Leisure Centre and sport, Library service, the arts, 
tourism, and infrastructure projects including bridge repairs and road surfacing.  Unsurprisingly, 
Shepton Mallet has had to increase its precept from a very low baseline. Residents now pay 
significantly more for a greater range of services provided by SMTC.  
 
However, how much these changes in responsibilities are due to the structures of local government 
or how much this is caused by political decisions made in Somerset or at Westminster is a question 
brought into sharp focus by SCC’s financial challenges and the Somerset One project. 
 
SCC Somerset One Project 
 
It is exceedingly difficult to fully assess the SCC Somerset One bid, as the County Council have yet to 
produce a detailed business case. Without a comprehensive business case the assertion that 
significant savings will result and a better service will be forthcoming cannot be rigorously examined 
or challenged 
At face value and at a simplistic level, abolishing five councils and replacing them with one does 
seem a way to make savings. However, realistically, where will the savings accrue and what will the 
effects on service provision and devolved local control and accountability be?   
Savings that have been highlighted in the Somerset One documentation and website: 

1. Loss of four Chief Executives 

2. Reduction in the numbers of councillors  

3. Ingratiation and more efficient back office corporate support teams 

4. Avoiding duplication in Human Resources, Finance, Customer Contact Service, and Legal 

Services 

5. More effective use of property and assets with the release of surplus property and land  

6. Rationalising contracts for services like IT 

SCC states that the implementation of its Somerset One project will empower towns (including the 
City of Wells) and parishes to have a greater impact on delivery of local services.  
SCC make the claim that these changes will deliver savings of £47 million p.a.* with the cost of the 
reorganisation to be around £82 million spread over three years. The Leader of Somerset County 
Council Councillor David Fothergill has committed £1million of public funds to finance and promote 
SCC’s One Somerset Project during the pandemic crisis. This has been a major distraction for all 4 of 
the affected District Councils and SCC at a particularly challenging time for all tiers of local 
government. 
*It should be noted that Cllr Fothergill, believes a saving of £25 million is more realistic. 
 
Shepton Mallet Town Council and the history of local government in Somerset 
 
Urban and Rural District Councils were disbanded in 1974 when the current split in upper tier local 
government arrangements came into effect. Locally, MDC and SCC were granted authority to deliver 
and run most of our local services. Town and parish councils had (and still have) only minor statutory 
responsibilities.  However, since the implementation of the Localism Act and increasingly during the 
last 10 years of austerity (including the capping of the revenue raising powers of the upper tiers of 
local government), SMTC has taken on additional responsibilities. This has been in a range of areas 
that traditionally parish councils would expect the upper tier authorities to support and pay for. 
Economically, Shepton’s economy is influenced by the cities of Bath and Bristol to the north, and 
much less by Taunton and Bridgwater to the south and west.  Our specialist health providers are 
situated in Yeovil and Bath, and to a lesser extent, in Bristol. 
 
The current local government structure has left local residents feeling that Shepton is often forgotten 
and passed over, with SCC Highways spending disproportionately more in Bridgwater, Taunton, and 
Yeovil. 
Shepton has also had issues with its decades long relationship with Mendip District Council.  Many 
residents in our town believe that having MDC’s SHAPE campus here has allowed the District Council 
to pass over the town’s needs and has failed to invest in Shepton.   
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In recent years, collaboration at officer level has improved substantially, but there remains a sense 
that regeneration projects in our town have been neglected and there is a long list of poor planning 
decisions that still blight the town.  
 
Shepton Mallet Town Council’s response 
 
We sense an increasing disconnect between those who make decisions at SCC and the people and 
parishes these decisions directly affect.  Decision-making feels remote, applied from on high and 
receiving little or no scrutiny. We feel we have only been cursorily consulted in a range of recent 
issues in our area.   
When we have managed to secure a higher level of engagement with SCC and its officers it has been 
with great effort on the part of SMTC (officers and councillors). Yet SCC has a much greater resource 
than a town or parish. We feel SCC has taken decisions with little sense of the effects they may have 
at a local level on our residents.  
 
Examples are many and include: 

1. The decision to close our library 8 years ago that we managed to overturn by judicial process.  

2. Then again there was SCC’s plan to move our library to the SHAPE campus that was 

overturned by sustained work by our councillors, officers and a residents’ action group.   

3. Road and junction repairs including work to provide a compromise crossing for an infants’ 

school adjacent to a busy main road was imposed on the town. 

4. Resistance to complete a safe cycle and pedestrian link under a main road using an existing 

bridge. 

5. We are being forced to find £100,000 from our limited tax base to resurface central parts of 

town that are owned by SCC Highways.   

 
Arranging appointments or receiving the courtesy of replies from Taunton has been frustrating and 
taken up disproportionate amounts of our office staff’s time and resource.  Our concern would be that 
dealing with other services that may then become the sole responsibility of a thinned down single tier 
of upper government with £47 million cut from its budget would exacerbate an already highly 
unsatisfactory working relationship.  We fear a too big, too remote, too centralised top down authority 
by the proposed combining of five service providers into one.  
 
SCC One Somerset claims there would be substantial devolution of local services, and while we 
would welcome properly resourced devolution, we know from neighbouring counties like Wiltshire that 
this has simply not happened.  Indeed, evidence from elsewhere shows that where services have 
been shed and passed on down to town and parish councils (all with smaller and very varied tax 
bases than unitary authorities) the money at sufficient scale to support the devolved services has not 
followed. 
Our recent local experience with SCC and MDC has provided proof that devolution (or shedding) of 
services comes without funding attached. If SCC’s One Somerset bid wishes to save £47 million, it 
would be naïve for us to accept that income generation services (such as car parks) will be passed 
down to local level to help fund local services. 
 
SCC’s One Somerset is likely to be a distant and unwieldy administration, even despite distributed 
outposts away from Taunton. 
 
The District Councils’ position 
 
MDC has already started sharing back office support and service provision with Sedgemoor District 
Council and has a good record of working with other district authorities, both within and outside 
Somerset, to reduce costs.   
 
Recently MDC adopted its Corporate Plan with one of its key aims to make land available and assign 
resources to build social housing for local residents.  Other initiatives that would keep a strong district 
presence but at the same time, reduce overheads and costs are in hand.  
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All of the 4 district councils remain solvent and have taken positive strides in co-operating to increase 
efficiencies and plan to continue this integration of service provision. Meanwhile SCC has decided to 
spend £1million to fund a campaign to promote the One Somerset project without a detailed business 
case so far in evidence.  We cannot find any reassurances that power will be divested along with the 
money needed for us to expand our responsibilities.  Also the nature of settlements with sizeable 
populations and precepts to match versus rural parishes with much smaller precepts makes for a very 
wide disparity in competency and experience at this lowest tier level of local government. 
 
Somerset’s 4 district councils have invested heavily to generate income to offset the government cuts 
in revenue support grants. They have thus found ways to replace much of the Westminster 
government’s cutbacks and avoided much less draconian cuts that SCC has either been forced or 
decided to make.  This has left the district councils in a stronger financial position.   
 
We cannot know how the economic crisis that inevitably will follow the Covid-19 pandemic will impact 
these investments.  No matter what happens, any authority will inherit these assets or liabilities in any 
case. 
We have concerns about what savings will really emerge from abolishing 4 out of 5 local council 
administrations. Many residents know their local councillors and they are an essential part of the 
democratic process. Cutting back on numbers such that there is a single upper tier and a galaxy of 
parish councils will correspond to a significant increase in workload for each Unitary Councillor that 
would lead to higher individual allowances and higher special expense rates. 
 
For example, with the present arrangements, the Leader of MDC receives approximately £15,000 p.a. 
before tax for essentially a full time role.  When we compare this to a full time minimum wage 
employee, who receives just over £18,000 p.a., or a District Councillor (without special 
responsibilities) who receives £4,000 p.a. before tax, these are hardy well-remunerated positions.   
 
Put this another way, in terms of paid employment, this equates to 9 hours per week at minimum 
wage.  County Councillors without special duties receive an allowance of £11,231 p.a. but with no 
middle tier, their caseload and community leadership demands will explode, or worse, they will 
become less accessible and remote to residents. The claim that there will be huge savings from 
councillors’ allowances is likely to be either mistaken. There is concern that only the better off 
pensioners and the idle rich will be able to serve. It will exclude many people in most forms of 
employment with busy family lives. 
 
In conclusion 
 
There may well be a time for a Unitary Authority. There may be attractive features such as simplifying 
the services for residents so there is less confusion as to where responsibilities for services reside. 
But any change of governance from county and district level down to parishes must be conducted on 
the basis of what benefits this will bring to all the communities served.  If it’s making cutbacks that is 
driving the upheaval as opposed to better service for our residents, then priorities behind One 
Somerset are misguided.  
 
We have more than one voice and opinion within our councillors. Some favour a form of Unitary 
model for Somerset but the consensus in our council is that the time is not right for SCC’s Somerset 
One proposition. There is an overwhelming opinion expressed that our efforts have to be focussed on 
recovering from the most serious pandemic for over a century, rather than dealing with the diversion 
of a massive shake-up in local government control.   
The recovery from Covid-19 will be hard, it will take an extended period of time and will need our full 
attention. If anything, the pandemic has shown that the more local the response has been to help our 
residents, the more effective our efforts have been.  During these months of Covid-19, SCC was 
assigned government resources to reach the vulnerable and those in need of help, but it was the 
District Council authorities that did much of the on-the-ground work.  Parishes responded in a very 
varied ways ranging from towns like Shepton and villages like Evercreech that quickly mobilised to 
help, and some elsewhere that simply shut down not knowing what to do, or not having the 
experience or resource to cope.   
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SMTC welcomes this opportunity to be a part of the debate on the best route for the long term future 
of local government - here in Shepton, at Mendip level, and across Somerset and beyond.  We feel 
that SCC’s Somerset One bid feels rushed, and badly-timed in the midst of a pandemic when 
resources and officer time would be better assigned elsewhere. 
  
Beyond this pandemic and when the district councils have a fair chance to put their case, we can see 
benefit in holding a constitutional convention to explain all the merits and properly worked through 
plans for devolution and guaranteed fair funding. 
 
We should, and hopefully will, support MDC and SCC to find pathways to improved working in the 
immediate short term.  If it is still felt necessary to explore the Unitary option, then this should be 
examined by a disinterested third party after we have recovered from Covid-19. 
The time for change and upheaval may be coming - but just not right now.  
 
One last spanner in the works 
 
If the Westminster Boundary Changes re-emerge (that have yet to be decided), and Shepton was to 
become part of the Somerset North West Constituency then you may well expect local government 
boundaries to be coterminous, with implications on the structure of all levels of government including 
SMTC. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Charlotte Starkie 
Town Clerk 
On behalf of Shepton Mallet Town Council  

 


