

AN INFORMAL MEETING OF ALLOTMENT HOLDERS
WAS HELD ON TUESDAY 15th OCTOBER 2024
IN THE MILLENNIUM ROOM AT THE MEMORIAL HALL at 7.30pm

MINUTES

In the absence of the Allotment Committee Chair, the Parish Clerk opened the meeting and declared the meeting as an informal meeting of the Allotment Holders.
PRESENT: Richard Williams, Jan Holmes, Parish Clerk & General Admin of the allotments Marie Swann and 18 allotment holders.
ITEM 1. Apologies for absence
Apologies were received from Chair of the Allotments Committee – Felicity de Vries, and the following allotment holders: Anne Squire, Geoff Blackbourn, Becky Armstrong and Tim Jenkins.
ITEM 2. Declaration of Interest 
There were No declarations of interest.
ITEM 3. Signing of the Minutes of Allotment holders meeting held on Tuesday    10th October 2023.
The minutes of the allotment holders meeting held on Tuesday 10th October 2023 were signed at the parish council meeting of 14th November 2023.
ITEM 4. Matters Arising
The existing water standpipes were updated with new taps, and a concrete spur was added to each post for stability. Three new water standpipes were installed on the car park side of the allotments. Revised terms and conditions were approved and came into effect on 1st October 2024.
Terms and Conditions of an allotment tenancy can be found on the parish website under the heading of Policies and procedures.

ITEM 5. Announcements from the Chair
In the absence of the Chair, the Clerk reported on the sad passing of allotment holder Trevor Meacham of plot 9A. Trevor has been an allotment holder for 12 years and we were all very saddened to hear this news.
ITEM 6. Update and general information on tree work that can be carried out by allotment holders.
It was agreed that general pruning of fruit trees could be carried out annually by the allotment holder providing the tree has not grown out of control and is still within general reach. We noted that there is no general guidance on the planting of fruit trees, and this is a matter that we will consider and include in the terms and conditions. Small saplings that appear should be removed as soon as possible. We fully appreciate that some plots have some established trees already in place and these trees will be included in the tree survey and further advise will then be given.

ITEM 7. Open Forum

The following Open Forum & Suggestions were received from a group of allotment holders and were read out and answered at the meeting.
All ideas were put forward collectively for the Allotment Committee’s consideration but were not necessarily representative of all allotment holders.


Annual Allotment Meeting
The Allotments meeting being held after a full PC meeting late in the evening does not suit many - perhaps any - of us. It also seems unfair on councillors to have a second meeting tacked on to a full council meeting. I understand this always used to be a separate meeting.
Suggestions:
1. Can this be held at a more sociable time please? As there is an Allotment
Subcommittee there is presumably no need for full council to be in attendance. Could this be held on a different evening at a “normal” time like 7 or 7.30pm?

The Allotment Committee took this on board and rescheduled the meeting to Tuesday 15th October at 7.30pm.

2. Would it be a good idea to proactively consult us first to hear of ideas and problems?
(This is why we are sending this list in advance!)

We always welcome constructive ideas from allotment holders and these can be sent to the Clerk at any time throughout the year.

3. If issues arise during the year, would we be able to request an interim meeting with the Allotments Subcommittee?

If an urgent matter arose, then yes, we would call an interim meeting but if it was just general matters, it would most likely be added as an agenda item to the normal monthly parish council meeting and any allotment holders would be welcome to attend.



Communications
4. People are not sure about the best way to bring up matters. Should there be a more formal system of communication between Council or Subcommittee and Allotment holders?

We believe that the formal system of communication is already in place and that is through the Clerk.

5. Normally all council business should be directed through Clerk, and Marie is quick to action requests. Is this still the case or should we directly contact Felicity as chair? Or both?

All Parish Council and Allotment related matters should always be sent via the Clerk, and the Clerk will forward this on to either the allotment committee or full council members.
Unless of course the matter was related to the Clerks conduct then the correct procedure would be to contact the Chair of the Council.
Members of the public should not really email parish Councillors direct, unless they have been asked to do so. 

6. Some people prefer emails to letters which is quicker and saves paper & postage cost to the council. However, we don’t of course have a consensus view on this as we are not in contact with all allotment holders. Just an idea.

I believe this matter refers to the annual invoices and newsletters sent out by the Clerk. The reason they are sent by post is that not all allotment holders have willingly provided an email address and not everyone checks email regularly.
The annual invoices are very time consuming anyway and not as straight forward as they may appear as many are just one plot, some tenants have 2 or more plots, then there are water charges to consider. It is something that the Clerk has considered but at the moment it remains a manual job of handwritten invoices.


Last year’s suggestions
Last year there were several items discussed and agreed but not yet actioned.

7. Stand for excess seedlings and produce - suggested, agreed but nothing
happened? This would be very useful.

Taken from the minutes of the last meeting which read:
The matter of surplus produce was raised and how it can be organised and shared. It was agreed that the best location would be by the notice board and Turner bench. A simple box will be trialled for everyone to off load any surplus produce and exchange items.

In terms of who was going to provide the box was obviously missed in text here, and it was suggested that something like a wheelbarrow could also be used as and when and wheeled away and stored in either plots 19 or 20 for safe keeping or in rainfall. The suggestion of an old wheelbarrow was agreed, and we will leave that to the allotment holders to ask around of anyone who might have a wheelbarrow that’s not in use.

8. Black plastic on abandoned plots - suggested, agreed but nothing happened?

Looking back to the minutes of the previous meeting of 2023, there was no mention of the use of black plastic on unoccupied plots.
This theory has been used in the past but comes at a very expensive cost to the parish council and with the unoccupied plots at present it would not be possible to carry this theory through.

9. Tree survey - the survey was not shared with us, so we do not know what the plan is and not much appears to have happened. We have some rumours that Mat’s Christmas tree is probably for the chop, and the line of huge fir trees parallel to Newton Rd may be too expensive to action. But just rumours.

The Allotment Committee carried out the annual allotment inspections, and many trees were noted. The allotment committee are not experts on trees, and a local tree surgeon was brought in for advice.

A) The Pine tree on plot 22b (referred to as above as Matt’s Christmas tree) was considered dead and was leaning to one side which was a potential danger to plot holders. The tree surgeon recommended it be felled for safety reasons.
B) The row of leylandii trees that run from plots 1 to 20 (referred to as above as line of huge fir trees that parallel Newton Road may be too expensive to action) were noted as having fallen branches. Again, we asked the local tree surgeon to look at the trees and the Clerk and Chair met with the owners. It was made very clear that the Leylandii were on their property and were their responsibility, but we too had a duty of responsibility to ensure that tenants are safe.
The C plots of both 17 & 18 were declared unsafe and both tenants were advised that the C Plots were now strictly out of action and that they should not enter that part of the allotment. Both Tenants were sent an official letter explaining this.

Other matters raised included the fruit trees at plot 9C, which were reported as overgrown and in need of some maintenance.
Clerk to follow this up and write to the plot holders.

Also to look at a leaking tap estimated to be close to plots 6 & 7.
Some poly tunnels from an abandoned plot were donated to the Community Growers Group.

The Apple trees on the meadow end of the allotments were raised as to who they belong to. They were part of plot 26a, but it is believed the tenants have moved away from the village and have not renewed their tenancy this year.



10. There are one or more cases of a holder being charged for an unusable plot due to shading.

If this relates to plot 18 C as mentioned above, then the tenant has not been charged and neither does it relate to shading. 
This is why all allotment queries should be brought to the Clerk’s attention immediately and not necessarily discussed with all the other plot holders first. Unless we are made aware of an issue we cannot resolve it.
No tenant has come forward to say that their plot is not usable due to shading. 



Pathways
11. The agreement says we have to keep our paths clear, but this is not easy for everyone to do, especially if they have already got out of hand.
A few paths don’t go anywhere - do those ones need to be managed?

Yes! All paths should be kept clear and free of weeds.

12. Some allotments are vacant so is it fair that an occupied allotment has to do the whole path network around them?

If you use one of the walkways to get to your plot, them yes you are equally as responsible to maintain it.

13. In an ideal world, would it be possible for the paths between allotments to be cut by Carey with his professional equipment - we realise this relies on relatively good condition fencing and care, such as pruning back of nettles and brambles beforehand.

As explained at the meeting, the allotment committee walked all of the paths upon inspections and found that 99% of them were overgrown and many unpassable. The majority of overgrowth was bramble and if Cary was to clear the walkways, many plot holders might claim that they wanted the berries from the bramble bushes. If you are growing bramble which we all know is very prickly it must be kept within your boundary, please don’t allow it to grow over the walkways as you might not use them, but other people do.


Water supply
14. We were told last year that the cost of water has increased. Obviously, the volume required will vary according to weather patterns and number of occupied allotments. 

An example of improved communication would be some numbers, i.e. litres used for the last few years. Then we would be aware of the scale of the problem. We should pay for what we use.

The Clerk gave the current and the two previous years costings of mains water supply for the allotments.

In 2022 there were 55 chargeable plots, with each plot holder paying a contribution of £5 per plot. This generated £275 and the outgoing charges for 2022 were £376.75. This left a shortfall of £101.75.
In 2023 there were 49 chargeable plots and contributions generated £245, and the outgoings charges were £252.54, a shortfall of £7.54.
In 2024 we were down to only 40 chargeable plots and generated £200 with outgoing charges of £217.42.

The allotments should be self-sufficient and no additional funding should be made from the parish precept.
There were however funds from allotment rent revenue that could pay the shortfall of the water charges.
With additional standpipes now in place and hotter summer predicted this could increase the overall units of water used. All allotment holders present were happy to pay an increase in water charges if hosepipes could be used.
This matter will be taken to the next Parish Council meeting for approval, and the increase is likely to be £1 to £2 per plot. Allotment rent will also be reviewed at the finance meeting.
Any increase would not come into effect until 1st October 2025.


Allotment Association
15. We have found it is possible to get cheaper group membership insurance (only £3 per head) from the National Allotment Society - the idea of setting up our own Newton Road Allotments Association was suggested and of great interest. Would the council have any objection if we looked into doing so? 
We only need 10 to make it viable, which we already exceed. 

We would of course like to invite everyone who was interested but would need the Clerk to contact them for us.

To be clear, we are certainly not suggesting an Association to take on any management responsibilities and so on, just to formalise and strengthen the current group of friends and to apply for the reduced collective insurance.
It was suggested that having an active allotment holder to liaise with the Subcommittee would be a good idea. I was put forward and would be happy to do this - as evidenced by my work putting these notes of group ideas into coherent format to submit.

The Group of allotment holders decided on the name in which to register themselves as follow: Whittlesford Allotment keepers Association.


16. We are all hoping for a bit of a “reset” now the council are looking into tree problems, overgrown vacant plots, etc. 
As things become more organised, they will be easier to monitor and keep straight, for all concerned. 

The Clerk added that she considered the allotments to already be organised.

17. I will finish by stressing we appreciate what the Clerk and Allotments Subcommittee do and are attempting to do going forward. 

Clerk thanked the allotment holders for their appreciation shown.

ITEM 8. Date of next meeting 
After some discussion and suggested dates for the next meeting, it was agreed to hold the next meeting in June 2025 as a trial run instead of October. TBC

If you need to get in touch. Please email the Parish Clerk at: parishclerk@whittlesford.org

