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Parish Council meeting: 27 January 2015 at Rochester Village 
Hall 

 
SOME QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS FOR ROCHESTER PARISH COUNCIL  

from some Rochester residents 
 
We appreciate the difficulties parish councillors have in making decisions for the good of the 
whole community, particularly a community with needs as diverse as Rochester with Byrness. 
However, we feel it necessary to question and comment on a recent letter from the Parish 
Council, posted on Rochester Village notice-board. 
 
We are sure that all councillors are familiar with The Good Councillors Guide (4th edition 2011, 
p.14) which states that councillors: ‘have a responsibility to be well-informed, especially about 
diverse local views. You cannot assume that you represent the interests of all your electors without 
consulting them.” 
 
However, we feel that Rochester residents have not been adequately consulted about some 
recent developments and responsibilities which have been undertaken by the Parish Council. We 
hope you will find these comments and questions helpful and request that you publish them, 
together with your answers, on the Parish Council Website. 
 

1. The letter of 19 January seems to have been circulated only to householders in Byrness, 
copies were not circulated to the WHOLE parish. There are 182 households in the Parish 
of Rochester according to the 2011 Census. This means that only about 25% of 
households were informed by individual circulation about the latest Parish Countil 
plans. Yet we must point out that the knock-on effects of this new responsibility to be 
assumed by the Parish Council will have a great deal of effect on Council taxes, if it goes 
ahead. Our question here is: why wasn’t the letter circulated to ALL THE 
HOUSEHOLDS of the parish, i.e. Rochester as well as Byrness, and their views 
sought on the matter? 
 

2. In the Minutes of 25 November 2014,  Item 12.3, the Parish Council agreed to apply to 
NCC for an increase in precept to £6500. As the precept for 2014 was £5187,  this 
increase represents a huge leap of about 30% on the previous year.  We would like to 
ask now if this increase has already been agreed by the NCC? 

 
3. Your letter of 19 January states that one of the Parish Council’s priorities will be to agree 

a plan for the grass-cutting in Byrness Village, as the Byrness Village residents have 
asked the PC to take over responsibility for grass-cutting.  It would appear that the 
Parish Council agreed to take on this new responsibility at the meeting of the Council 
held on Tuesday 13 May 2014 in Byrness Village Hall. This committee is now making 
recommendations to the Parish Council under the name ‘The Grounds Maintenance 
Committee’, although the membership of both the Parish Council and the Grounds 
Maintenance Committee would appear to be exactly the same.  One of the items minuted 
at that meeting was (and I quote): ‘In order to pay a contractor to cut the grass (6.5 
acres), the precept would have to be increased.’  

We have two questions with regard to these points:  
(i) if the membership of both the Parish Council and the Grounds Maintenance 

meeting is the same, and both are serviced by the parish clerk, isn’t this an 
irregular practice? To have the Grounds Maintenance members (which are 
most of the Parish Councillors under another name) make recommendations 
which have financial implications to the Parish Council at Parish Council 
meetings MUST surely constitute a conflict of interests - has the Parish Council 
sought advice on whether this can be permitted under the Code of Conduct? 
We would therefore question whether the Parish Council can make a decision 
tonight on Item 11.1, as it would seem that most of the councillors might well 
have a conflict of interest here. 
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(ii) Has this large precept increase from £5187 to £6500 arisen because of the 
additional responsibility the Parish Council has recently taken on for grass-
cutting in Byrness Village, as the Minutes of 13 May 2014 would appear to 
indicate? If this is indeed the case, why then hasn’t the intended large increase 
in precept which will affect the WHOLE parish been mentioned in your letter 
of 19 January 2015? 

 
4. Your letter mentions that it is imperative that the Parish Council obtains best value for 

money while delivering the services required by residents. However, the Good 
Councillors Guide  mentions on p. 27 that: “It helps the council to assess ‘value for money’ if 
it regularly asks whether it is really necessary to spend this money, or whether it can find a 
way of doing it better.’ We must point out that in the Good Councillors Guide, there is 
absolutely no obligation for a Parish Council, particularly one with a small precept such 
as ours, to assume full financial responsibility for services such as grass-cutting.  Our 
question: if a grass-cutting service is not a MUST for a small Parish Council, why 
then has our Parish Council taken on this new responsibility, with all the potential 
additional costs which have been described in your letter? 
 

5. For many years the Parish Council has contributed a sum of £500 towards grass 
maintenance in Byrness Village. For the past three years the Parish Council has also 
contributed a sum of £500 towards verges’ maintenance in Rochester Village. The 
intention of this was to ensure equality and proportionality for both areas of the parish 
where there is the densest housing. This practice seemed to work well in the past. 
Why then can’t this practice of equality and proportionality for both sections of 
the parish be continued in future years?  

 
6. This new grass-cutting responsibility taken on by the Parish Council appears to us to be 

disproportionate in respect of the WHOLE parish, in that it will cost a large amount of 
the parish income to pay for contractors, the training of volunteers by professionals, 
protective personal clothing and additional insurance. Moreover, there is no guarantee 
that even if volunteers are found they can undertake to continue for a ‘specified period’, 
which will thus give rise to more training and PPE needs in the future. Given the rising 
costs of services and the probability that contractors will have to be used more than 
once, this can only mean more spending and more increases in future precepts to cover 
these bills. Why then has the Parish Council decided to assume this new, 
disproportionate responsibility  for Byrness Village alone, whilst requiring the 
WHOLE PARISH  to pay for it?  

 
7. Your letter of 19 January states that from the quotes received from contractors, the 

Parish Council has agreed a preferred contractor to do the grass-cutting. We assume that 
you have also got quotes from professional trainers to train the volunteers and quotes 
for the protective personal clothing. Our questions are as follows: (i) before taking on 
this new grass-cutting responsibility, did the Parish Council carry out a five-year 
budgetary forecast based on the quotes obtained? (ii) Did they carry out a risks 
analysis of the potential hazards and risks of this plan? If the answer is yes, then 
can this financial forecast, the risks analysis, and the quote received from the 
preferred contractor be made public on the PC website as soon as possible? 

 
8. In conclusion, has the Parish Council considered alternative ways of encouraging 

Byrness residents to resolve their grass-cutting problem?  
 
Our aim with these comments and questions is not to prevent reasonable grass-maintenance in 
Byrness Village. However, as there are already strong rumours of a large increase in Council Tax 
to be levied in general for the building of new Unitary Authority Headquarters, any excessive 
increases in precept might well overburden households (particularly pensioners, single families, 
etc.) in the WHOLE parish of Rochester with Byrness. Shouldn’t our Parish Council be doing its 
very best to avoid such excessive increases in this time of economic austerity? 
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