Hawkley Parish Council
Precept for 2022-23
Discussion Paper

1 We have to set the Precept for the year from 1 April 2022 to 31 March 2023 at this January 12th meeting. 

2 I think we are by now familiar with HPC’s operations so I have not repeated much of the explanatory material that I have previously included.

3 In preparing this year’s financial information Katherine has been careful to be consistent about classifications of expenditure between captions. For example, a new caption of IT Costs is now shown which includes the costs of Zoom, Microsoft Office 365 and Nick Davies’ web hosting fee. The data for previous years has been rearranged to make the presentations consistent.  

4 There are a few issues we need to discuss. The financial information has been prepared assuming the outcomes proposed in this paper.  The Precept request may need to be adjusted if our discussion reaches a different conclusion on specific items.

The Problem with Accounting

5 There are many; the one relevant here is that accounts are prepared each year at a specific date, recording the transactions that have happened up to that date. At 31 March 2021, although we had commissioned the finger post signs at Hawkley Road/Pococks Lane and Lower Green based upon our expected financial position at 31 March 2021, the signs were not finished, nor billed, and so the related expenditure (£5,088 including VAT of £848) could not be recorded at that date – rather it shows as a charge in this year’s accounts.

6 While that is the “right accounting”, it does mean that the FY21-22 accounts need to be carefully explained – because they presently show expenditure in the period of £15,920, £1,470 more than our £13,450 budget. 

7 However, the decision in March 2021 to commission the repairs was based on last year’s expected financial position and grants by then already received from Charles Louisson.  At that time, once we had paid for the repairs, we expected we still would have £10,000 of reserves to carry forward. This was under pinned by our expectation of receipt in April of an unspecified sum of CIL money. 

8 In the event, if we adjust the brought forward reserves to reflect the refurbishment in last year’s financial position our “actual” reserves at that point were £10,975, slightly better than the expected £10,000, after recognising receipt of £1,125 of CIL money.  These transactions are not considered again in the assessment of performance of the year FY2021-22 that follows.


FY 2021-22 Outturn

9 If we consider our “Normal” operations - setting aside the fingerpost signs and consideration of the play area for now - we expect to spend £10,832 this year - £2,618 less than our £13,450 budget. Activity was generally lower than expected but the principal saving against budget arose because maintenance expenditure, at £2,187 was £1,663 less than budget primarily because we didn’t refurbish the Upper Green phone box nor Jolly Robins Pond. The only unplanned element of expenditure was £420 on the pest control at Lower Green, (£840 for 12 months and which it is not proposed be continued after March 2022), which left £1,180 of our contingency unspent.

10 Against that background, assuming the suggested Grants are approved and barring the unforeseen, based upon the ”right” accounting, we will record a small £400-500 deficit in the year after accounting for the finger post signs. Our projected reserves will be a little over £13,000 before considering any play area grant.

Projects for FY2022-23 and beyond

11 At this point, we should consider the various demands on our resources in the coming year and beyond so that we can prioritise expenditure. Of course, it is technically possible for us to decide to do everything and just add it to the precept, but if we did, each project would need to be “owned and delivered” by one or more Councillors – I don’t believe we have the bandwidth to manage everything. 

12 Firstly, there are a couple of structural changes we need to plan for. 

a. Elections: In practice, we have always struggled to fill seats on the council at election time and have not had a contested election for over 16 years. A couple of people recently have come forward for information about the role and may be interested in standing next time. If we were to get to the position in which there are more candidates than seats, there would be a contested election. Greatham have recent experience of a contested election in which the EHDC etc. administration costs totalled £3,650. Greatham is admittedly perhaps twice the electorate but we have to assume, based on guidance from EHDC, that a contested election here might cost £3,000. We need to make some provision for these costs.  I suggest we take £1,000 from our brought forward reserves, £1000 from the surplus on this year’s “Normal” operations, and budget to set aside a further £1,000 next year. 

My aim here is to set aside funds to cover the risks of a contested election, but not strictly to reserve those funds solely for that purpose.  It would be open to us to spend these funds on future needs where urgent and/or necessary provided we first agree how we will replenish the fund in time for the next election. 

b. Lengthsman: We have been given notice that from April 2023 we will have to fund our own Lengthsman costs.  The current arrangement was instigated by HCC, to provide consistency in the way services are delivered, with economies of scale from using one contractor for several parishes and to ensure skills and insurance cover etc were up to the job.  The current arrangements are not ideal for us principally because the contractors do not know the parish and things don’t get done the way we’d like them.  We need to establish a working group to manage the transition and possibly contract with someone locally.  This is some way off - and doubtless HCC will want to have some input – the key point here is that from April 2023, we are going to have a minimum of £1,000 pa of additional costs to bear (and to add to the precept from April next year).  A volunteer please?

13 There are also projects we’ve discussed that we’d like to deliver but require funding.

a. Website:  The present website is hosted by Nick Davis as a section of the Hawkley.org site. We have not been diligent at keeping our material up to date and we need to consider if we can make it more user friendly.  We need to define the spec of this project, but we need an “owner” (possible webmaster) to drive it forward. This is considered a high priority.  An initial £500 has been budgeted.
b. Finger Post signs:  There are two signs outstanding – Upper Green and Oakshott. We have been unsuccessful in finding direct grant funding for this work. Last March, we agreed in future to try to fund these repairs opportunistically using Councillor’s Devolved Grants whenever these become available. 
c. Phone box – Upper Green:  BT have actually repaired the light and painted this box in the last 12 months. We plan to acquire the box and maintain it in the future but it  comes with an unavoidable long tail maintenance liability resulting from its listed status.  Whereas the Lower Green box has become a community asset (a newspaper drop, a library and a “museum”), we do not have any clear plan or vision for the Box post acquisition making its acquisition of questionable benefit.  This is separately dealt with on our agenda but David Large originally agreed to own this project; I am hoping he is still available for selection if the project goes ahead.
d. Pond refurbishments: The ponds, particularly Jolly Robins Pond, are looking quite overgrown, dark and drab and would benefit from sprucing up. We were fortunate to have an outside agency come and refurbish all the ponds perhaps 10 years ago. Ideally, we would find a resource in HCC or perhaps SDNP to deal with it for us – advise us and fund it – but that will take time.  Failing that, we need some professional help to prune the overhanging branches and clear some of the reeds etc.   Subject to available budget resources, it might be possible to get one pond refurbished each winter.  Again, this project will need an “owner” to drive it forward. No expenditure is included in the budget this year while research and preparation is underway.
e. Notice Board at Empshott We have had to refurbish the noticeboards at Upper and Lower Green over the last few years.  Anyone who has posted notices at Empshott (on a wall of a Grange Farm out-building), will have wondered why we haven’t addressed that one too.   We have included £650 to refurbish this board although – subject to talking to Viv Evans – I suspect it would be simpler to hang a new replacement notice board on that wall. We need an “owner” to drive this forward.

The Play Area

14 The Hawkley Parish Hall Trust owns the land and will be responsible for the refurbishment/replacement.  A working party led by Georgina Stewart and Jamie Prutton have done some outstanding work since it was established last Summer.  Working with potential contractors, the proposed contract costs are now circa £40,000 assuming locals will do the site preparation and groundworks at (additional) cost. 

15 Fundraising is underway and has been reasonably successful from several Village based events.  More are planned in the coming months (Covid allowing). However, they are going to need to raise at least half in grants.  Jamie Prutton is leading that effort.

16 Early on, in discussions with Nick Davies, I indicated that, subject to HPC approval, we might contribute half of our available reserves to the project (so £5,000). We could also consider more from any surplus for the year – or next year.  I have mentioned this at earlier HPC meetings.  I would like to get the Council’s formal agreement to this in principle in order to give the project some security: an agenda item at our meeting

17 However, while we are keen that the project should go ahead, there is not yet an agreed plan with a preferred contactor identified nor a final project cost  and so it is premature for us to make any  grant.  Rather, for the time being, I have set aside £5,000 of reserves for the Play Area – in much the same way as I dealt with the Election expenditure. We would not make any grant until we have seen a firm proposal and it is clear that the plan is viable.   

18 At our meeting we should discuss what other contributions we might make in future to this important project.

Summary Financial Position anticipated at 31 March 2022

19 We expect to end the year with reserves of circa £13,000 of which we have earmarked £5,000 for the Play Area and have reserved a further £2,000 against the risk of a contested election. 

FY 2022-23 Budget

20 I attach an Outline Budget for FY 2022-23. To some extent, it’s still a work in process but it does clearly show how we plan to spend our money and can be used as a basis for considering the adequacy of the Precept. It has been prepared on a ‘business as usual’ basis taking account of the various matters and changes in circumstances discussed above.  

21 Our total expenditure budget for FY 2022-23 is £15,000. This is our ‘normal expenditure budget’. It is comparable to the £10,832 total expenditure in this year’s estimated results. The principal differences maintenance at £4,900 - broadly in line with the last few years plus inflation – provision for election expenses of £1,000 to bring the overall reserve to £3,000 and £500 for the website. 

22 There is a contingency of £1,328 in-built to deal with the expenditure which occurs each year but we cannot specifically predict in advance. We should recognise that that margin was higher last year and so there is less rather flexibility in next year’s budget than the current year.   

23 In my view, we can properly afford to make this plan given the way I have explained our finances. If the unforeseen maintenance costs we have provided for don’t emerge then we will be in surplus. Equally, if there is a major unexpected expense, we have budget flexibility in Grants and donations together with the luxury of circa £6,000 of ‘free’ reserves to cover most eventualities.

24 I propose we increase the Precept for FY 2022-23 to £15,000. (The historic levels of precept are shown on the summary “Outline Budget”.)  There is no need to be defensive of this. We have accomplished a great deal in the traffic arena and fingerpost signs over the last few years on meagre resources and now propose to make a major contribution to the Play Area.  The increase is broadly £1,000 of election expenses, IT expenditure and general inflation.   

25 I do not expect the precept to reduce next year because the election expenses will be replaced by an additional £1,000 (likely more) for lengthsman services. 



David Caukill			      		 05 January 2022 
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