Minutes of the Annual Parish Meeting held on the 12th May 25 at 6pm in Church Lench Village Hall, Church Lench.
Present: Cllr. Mr. Seabourne (Chairman of the Parish Council), Cllr. Mrs. Hodges, Cllr. Mrs. Tyrell, Cllr. Mrs. Buxton, Cllr. Dr. Morgan, Cllr. Mr. Hailwood, Cllr. Mr. Worrall, Miss. K. Lee (Clerk) and 8 parishioners.

Apologies received: District Councillor Ben Hurdman.

1. Minutes of the meeting held on the 13th May 2024: Resolved that the minutes were of a correct record, duly signed by the Chairman.

2. Matters arising from minutes: Nil.

3. Report from Chairman of the Parish Council: 

For the whole of last year the Parish Council had a full complement of Councillors with
representatives from all four villages.
Kerry Williamson was Parish Clerk for most of the past 12 months. We reluctantly accepted
her resignation for personal reasons in March. However we have been fortunate in securing
the services of Kate Lee who joined us a week ago! This is a first appointment as a Parish
Clerk for Kate, so she will take some time to undergo training and familiarisation with the
world of public administration.
Principal activities during the past twelve months have included:
- Neighbourhood Plan: Councillors Carolyn Hodges and Morgan Murray with some
assistance have continued to work tirelessly to develop the plan. More people from
the community have joined the working party which will be an immense help.
Carolyn will give a full update shortly.
- Parish Assets: The Church Lench Play Area is well used and largely in good condition.
However the see-saw is showing its age and may have to be replaced if funds allow.
The Council is mindful that disabled access to the area is challenging and we
therefore have a plan in place to remedy this when funds are available. Thanks to
Councillor Mike Worrall’ generous donation, the PC was able to install a bench in the
Church Lench bus shelter. The defibrillator has been maintained and tested
throughout the year by Councillor Tyrell. Councillor Hodges has arranged for a CPR
training session to be held at this Village Hall in a few weeks’ time. A new contractor
was appointed to look after the Pool area and the Play Area.
- Highways: The speed sign which alternates between Low Road and Evesham road in
Church Lench finally gave up the ghost. The PC was able to buy two second-hand
signs from Bushley PC at a bargain price. At the same time we have applied for funds
from the Police Commissioner’s Office for a more substantial, solar-powered sign to
be installed on Low Road. The site has already been selected and a new post
installed thanks to WCC Highways.
- Planning: The usual mix of refusals and approvals of small projects took place during
the year. In the vast majority of cases the Parish Council expressed a view, either for
or against. The application to build 19 houses on land behind Low Road was approved on appeal, despite widespread opposition. An alternative application to
build 9 houses on the same site was initially refused and this is currently going
through the appeal process. No work has been done on the site yet. The ”Mayfield”
development of 6 houses behind Atch Lench Road was refused at Wychavon
Planning but this case has also gone to appeal.
- Council Finances: The PC was able to gain some measure of control over expenditure
during the year and the finances are now looking healthier. This has allowed us to
keep the annual precept increase down below 5%. This is despite receiving no funds
from our WCC Councillor for the past three years, money that we had relied on to
fund special projects. With the election of a new County Councillor we are hopeful
that some funds might become available in the new financial year.
- “Devolution”: The Chairman attended a number of meetings during the year to learn
about HM Government’s plans for local government re-organisation. As things stand,
Wychavon will cease to exist from April 2027, so the only bodies below County level
will be Town and Parish Councils. For some towns and parishes this will have a
significant impact but for South Lenches the implications will be less dramatic.
Nevertheless it is likely that some functions currently carried out by Wychavon will
be devolved to SLPC. The PC will keep all parishioners informed as plans emerge.

Brief reports from the floor:
4. County and District Councillor reports: Report received from District Councillor Ben Hurdman:
District Councillor Report May 2025 – South Lenches
The seven Worcestershire councils submitted the interim plan for Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) by last week&#39;s deadline. This week, the minister made a statement to Parliament (see Appendix 1) confirming that all 21 areas requested to submit plans had done so. He also clarified the 500,000 figure and indicated funding would support the full workup of reorganisation proposals.
The Wychavon Rural Grant has now reopened all information can be found on the Wychavon website. If you could publicise this for villagers it would be much appreciated. This is open for local community projects or local businesses.
A couple of weeks ago the Government announced major reforms to the planning system through the tabling of its Planning and Infrastructure Bill (see Appendix 1).
Key proposals in the bill include:
• The introduction of a national scheme of delegation which will set out which types of
applications should be determined by officers and which should go to committee.
• A limit on the size of planning committees.
• Mandatory training for all planning committee members.
• The ability for councils to set their own planning fees to reflect local circumstances. Money can be reinvested to further speed up the planning process.
• The creation of a Nature Restoration Fund. This will allow developers to pay into a pot and the money can be pooled, to fund large projects to connect and restore nature over wider geographic areas. Currently, developers pay to mitigate the environmental impact of a development on a project-by-project basis, which the Government claims slows down delivery.
• Changes to the rules around the Compulsory Purchase system to make it easier for councils to acquire land.
• Strengthened powers for Development Corporations to make it easier to build the Government’s planned New Towns.
• The introduction of strategic planning where development is looked at across multiple council areas. This will be the responsibility of Mayors or councils where necessary.
• A restriction on the legal challenges that can be brought against major national significant infrastructure projects.
• Clean energy projects like wind and solar power will be prioritised for connection to the grid.
• People living within 500m of new pylons across Great Britain will up to £2,500 over 10 years off their energy bills. A community fund will also be created meaning communities could get £200,000 worth of funding per km of new overhead electricity cable in their area, and £530,000 per substation.
• Streamlining the process for installing EV chargers.
A consultation is also underway on removing Sport England, The Theatre Trust and The Gardens
Trust status as statutory consultees on applications. The role of other statutory consultees will also be restricted to heritage, safety and environmental protection. This will reduce the type and number of applications they must be consulted on. There will also be guidance clarifying councils should only consult statutory consultees ‘where necessary’ and decisions should not be delayed beyond the 21- day statutory deadline unless a decision cannot be reached or advice may enable an approval rather than a refusal.
The examination phase of the South Worcestershire Development Plan Review (SWDPR) started on 4 March, with public hearings taking place at the Guildhall in Worcester. This is a crucial stage of the plan-making process and a key step on the way to having the SWDPR officially adopted later this year. Officers are positive about the response the Plan is getting from the inspectors so far, although we obviously won’t know until we get their final report.
The hearings are being live streamed on the South Worcestershire Development Plan Review YouTube channel. You can also watch back the previous sessions. Final sessions take place on 25, 26 and 27 March at the Guildhall in Worcester. The final session on 28 March took place at the Civic Centre in Pershore.
Over 60 people attended our latest Parish and Town Council event held on 6 March. The event was chaired by Councillor Emma Sims, Chair of the Communities and Funding Advisory Panel, who explained the role of the Panel.
The Leader of the Council, Councillor Chris Day, gave an update on the We Are Wychavon Plan and some of our promises. He shared the headlines of the 2024 Residents’ Survey results, which saw 82% residents being satisfied with the local area as a place to live (79% in 2023) and 72% satisfied with how we run things (64% in 2023). He highlighted the results from the Corporate Peer Challenge that took place last year, which some of the parish councils had been involved with. He then spoke about the Devolution White Paper, local government reorganisation and the next steps.
Jonathan Morgan, Electoral Services Manager, explained how parish councils can deal with casual vacancies and by-elections. Ciaran Power, Head of Planning Services, spoke about the changes to planning policy, what’s in the pipeline and how to engage effectively in the planning process.
The attendees then had a choice of three workshops to attend. These covered the topics listed below:
• Rural Transport Research – participants heard the results of Wychavon’s recent research and were invited to feedback on experiences in their areas.
• Neighbourhood Plans – participants heard more about what neighbourhood plans are, the benefits and how to get started.
• Health and Wellbeing - Lucy Bird, Wellbeing Officer at CALC, talked about her role in supporting parish councils with health and wellbeing.
The final speakers were representatives from Cleeve Prior, Pinvin and Crowle Parish Councils. They shared their experiences of creating large scale projects, the financial challenges, how to engage with the community, identifying local needs and how to be resilient when a project doesn’t initially go to plan.
5. Neighbourhood Plan: Cllr. Mrs. Hodges reported:

Neighbourhood Plan Update to Annual Parish Meeting May 12, 2025

An eventful and interesting year! I would like to thank everyone on the Steering Group committee for their continued help - without which we couldn’t make progress!
As a Steering Group we have spent the year updating details of the draft Plan:
• We consulted the community in March last year on the Plan’s Vision and Objectives and all the Policies have been updated and re-written to take our objectives into account
Updated;
 the Historic Assets register
• Local Green Spaces maps
• Public Rights of Way map
• Created a Wildlife corridor map
• Photos of Historic Assets; Local Green Spaces and Valued Landscapes
• Steering Group have reviewed and proof read draft document as it has progressed
• Started to create a Design Guide as an appendix to the Plan
• Written formally to all the landowners of our proposed Local Green Spaces to ask for their comment - statutory obligation.
End March we submitted our current Draft NP with draft Design Guide to Wychavon District Council for its initial screening. They write a report and send our Draft Plan with their report to 3 statutory consultees:
• Historic England
• Natural England
• Environment Agency
Wychavon’s initial screening is to ensure our Plan meets what is termed as the Basic Conditions.
Namely that our Plan and its Policies complies with:
• National Policy
• Contribute to sustainable development
• Conform to Local Policies at South Worcestershire level of Planning
• Comply with EU regulations and Human Rights requirements
We expect that screening to take 6 weeks and we should have our Plan returned with relevant reports by the end of May.
What to expect for this coming year?
Our next steps..
• Update our Plan with initial comments following the screening
• Prepare the draft Document for Community wide consultation
• involves writing a summary of the Plan, aims and policies
• consult across the whole South Lench community and neighbouring parishes
• With all the returned community comments we update the plan again, write pre-submission documents to go with the Plan and then SUBMIT to Wychavon for formal examination
Expected Timescale:
• Community consultation during the summer (August / September latest)
• Submission to Wychavon by December - timescale dependent on South Worcestershire Local
Plan being formally adopted (one of our Basic Conditions)
What follows is an Independent Examination and then a community Referendum for formal adoption.
6. Village Hall Committee Mrs. Seabourne reported:
Church Lench Village Hall is probably one of the most well-used village halls in the area. In addition to one-off private hires, Church Lench Pre-School utilises the hall five days a week; yoga, Zumba, and Pilates run classes three evenings a week; All Saints Church holds its three annual church events (Christmas Fayre, Flower Festival, and Harvest Lunch) in the hall; and of course, South Lenches Parish Council meets at Church Lench Village Hall six times a year. A big achievement this past year was the fitting of 13 solar panels. This purchase was assisted by a Wychavon Borough Council grant which covered two-thirds of the cost.
Routine safety inspections did not highlight any major concerns, and there were only minor repairs and replacements. The most significant was in the main hall where a large windowpane in one of the west windows had to be replaced when the putty failed. The windows will need attention soon. The broken pane was a warning, and a quote for window replacement has been requested. Also, the window blinds are failing, and the committee is investigating the purchase of replacements for those as well. Finally, the hall's boiler is now sixteen years old and will need to be replaced in the relatively near future. In the case of a sudden boiler failure, the committee has investigated emergency heating providers, and the officers now have company names and contact numbers in the unlikely event these services are needed
With the advent of the amphitheatre and the financial difficulties facing the Lenches Club, the village hall committee had become concerned about the increased number of facilities to maintain in what is a relatively small community. This increased number of fundraising events increased competition and pressure on the committee's ability to fundraise for the village hall. The committee has now come to a more settled view. Our regular hirers and a faithful constituency of villages who support our events have helped the committee to maintain a stable financial position. The Big Breakfasts and the annual Christmas event are good money makers, and the committee also plans to hold a curry night later this year.
Church Lench Pre-School is our major hirer, and consequently, our major source of income as well as expense. And they have faced a tough time financially over the past few years.
However, a huge amount of hard work has led to their turning things around. Church Lench Pre-School now offers parents childcare until 5:30pm five days a week, and holiday activities have been tacked on to their offering - making the school a much more attractive proposition for working parents. Unfortunately, Pre-School are now experiencing yet another challenge.
They are losing their manager and haven't yet found a replacement. Additionally, both their Chairman and Treasurer are resigning at the end of the current term. Not only is Church Lench Pre-School an important part of the village hall, it is also an important feeder for Church Lench First School. And Church Lench First School makes this community more attractive to young families. Young families are vital to contributing to the many needer volunteers and patrons of our local facilities. Therefore, we fervently hope that the Fre-School's future can be secured.
7. Ampitheatre update: 
The biggest change on the sports field has been the construction of the amphitheatre and green room building. It’s a highly ambitious project for our community. To date £279,000 has been invested. Wychavon District Council provided £114,000 and there has been an additional £2,500 of public sector support. The remaining finance, over £160,000, has been raised by the Sports Club itself. This has come from fund raising, donations and loans by local supporters, and grants from charitable bodies. An environmental grant of £6000 in 2023 was used to plant 100 trees and 1000 bulbs around the sports field and carpark.
Last year four touring companies put on shows and there was a first open-air performance by GLADS (Greater Lenches Amateur Dramatic Society). There was also a free open-air film showing of Top Gun Maverick. All the events were very successful and passed off without incident.
This year there will be five performances including Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, celebrating the 250 th anniversary of Jane Austen’s birth, together with three family-oriented shows. These productions are being enjoyed by the people of the Lenches villages and visitors are coming from far afield as the reputation of the Lenches Amphitheatre grows.
The project has relied very much on the efforts of the 35 or so volunteers who have worked on it since its inception and kept the costs substantially below what would have resulted from simply engaging contractors. In recent months a tidy up of the site has been undertaken ready for the new season. Machinery is now stored in the ground floor of the new building and the Gun Club are to take possession of one of the old containers very shortly.
But the new building is not finished. The interior fit out remains to be completed before it can be used. This is likely to cost approximately £35,000. That will take time and effort to raise but it will be done with the continued support that the amphitheatre has had to date.
Twenty five years ago there was a field on a hill where the sports facilities and the amphitheatre now stand. Now, every day of the week, one or more activities are taking place on the same land and the participants are appreciating the spectacular views across the Severn Valley to the Malverns. The facilities are there to be enjoyed by the community and those who come to visit.
8. Tree Warden Report: Cherry trees behind Croft have been pruned and the play area and Pool area will be maintained. 
9. Church Lench Pre-school: No report provided however an update was included in the Church Lench Village Hall report.
10. Parochial Church Council: Mr Ball (?) reported that:
Last year the Church secured new bell ropes paid for by a grant and a number of successful events were held including the annual flower festival and Christmas events. Finances were healthy. This year looks tougher as the Diocese grant is being reduced and the 5 year building inspection is due which may lead to maintenance costs. The Church will be installing a new boiler this year and replacing the current system with an all electric one so will be fundraising through various activities including coffee mornings. 
Reverend Canon Richard Thorniley will be retiring on the 6th July after 20 years service. Interviews for his successor are being held on the 19th June and if a suitable candidate is not found it is likely the parish will have around 12 months without a permanent Rector. 
11. Matter raised by the Parishioners:
Drive to the village hall is in a poor state but only half the width is a public right of way so Highways may be reluctant to adopt. Cllr Mr Seabourne will take photos and revert to previous meeting minutes where an action was minuted.

The grass around the pool is quite high and this has been raised with Jonathan Hazlewood.

The pipe rebuild by Severn Trent on Evesham Rd has been confirmed as in plan for 2025-2027. It is continuing to cause water pressure issues for residents.

 There was discussion around the solar farm planning application at Bishampton as the previous solar farm did not fulfill wildlife area as per original proposal. Comments are open for 21 days from the 6th May. 

Meeting closed at 7.10pm.

Signed by the Chairman:
Date:  
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