Extraordinary Parish Council Meeting – 20th January 2010


WEST END PARISH COUNCIL
MINUTES OF THE EXTRAORDINARY MEETING OF WEST END PARISH COUNCIL HELD ON WEDNESDAY, 20TH JANUARY 2010 AT 6.30 P.M. IN THE 

PARISH CENTRE, CHAPEL ROAD, WEST END, SOUTHAMPTON

PRESENT:
Councillor:

N Dickinson (Chairman)



Councillors:

Mrs J Atherton, Mrs J Sortwell, Mrs M Durham





Ms A Mortimer, T Noyce, D Clarke, B Tennent,





A Rest, S Broomfield, P Humphreys, G Sortwell,





M McKay, R Campbell
IN ATTENDANCE:
Mrs L Cooke, Parish Clerk



Mrs A Ramseyer, Assistant to the Clerk
Councillor Anne Winstanley, Eastleigh Borough Councillor and  
Chairman of Bishopstoke Parish Council

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting and asked an attending member of the public to introduce herself and her attendance interest.  She said she was Councillor Anne Winstanley, Chairman of Bishopstoke Parish Council and as this meeting was open to the public it was within her rights to attend.
124/10/PC
OPENING PRAYER

125/10/PC
DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Members were invited to declare interests in relation to items of business on the agenda.  There were no declarations of interest.
126/10/PC
APOLOGIES   
No apologies – all Councillors present
127/10/PC
TO RECEIVE A MOTION OF NO CONFIDENCE FROM COUNCILLOR G. SORTWELL

Cllr Sortwell made the following statement:

“Mr. Chairman.  I propose a vote of no confidence against Councillor Daniel Clarke for the following reasons:


At the full Parish Council meeting held last week on 13th January 2010, Councillor Clarke displayed unreasonable behaviour unfitting of a parish councillor of West End.  This was witnessed by all councillors and members of the public.


He continuously interrupted speakers and was told by the Chairman on numerous occasions to be quiet.  At one point, the Chairman threatened to close the meeting.  His aggressive behaviour and conduct throughout the meeting and especially his snide remarks to a member of public who had just finished speaking on a subject and was still standing was loud enough for all to hear.  The Chairman insisted that Councillor Clarke apologise to Mr. Harnett, which he did very reluctantly and in a low voice.  Mr. Harnett has made an official complaint against Councillor Clarke regarding his objectionable behaviour and has insisted upon a written reply and has also written to Chris Huhne, MP, about it.

This is the second official complaint against him from a member of the public regarding his attitude and behaviour – the first being on 15th September 2009 at a Planning & Highways meeting.


Despite many warnings, Councillor Clarke continued to make uncalled for comments and interruptions throughout the whole meeting.


In the Winter 2009 edition of the Lib/Dem Focus, Councillor Clarke disclosed information from draft minutes (not yet ratified by full Council) of the Policy & Resources Committee of 25th November, as had Councillor Tennent.  The article described an ‘anticipated’ council Tax increase and was clearly an attempt to alienate the residents of West End against the caring and careful work of the rest of the Parish councillors and for his own political gain.  


Councillor Tennent received a vote of no confidence over this (and other matters) at the Parish Council meeting on 13th January.  Therefore similar action should be taken against Councillor Clarke.


Councillor Clarke fails to understand the principle of ‘corporate responsibility’ in that the decision reached at the Policy & Resources Committee of which Councillor Clarke is a member, was approved by a majority vote.  Councillor Clarke continually tries to re-open issues where he hasn’t agreed to them or wasn’t even a Councillor at the time, despite a majority vote being recorded and accepted.


Councillor Clarke tried to bully/intimidate a fellow Councillor over the telephone on 8th January to prevent him from bringing the proposed Vote of No Confidence against Councillor Tennent which was due to take place on 13th January.


He accused the Chairman of the Parish Council in the Daily Echo on 12th January and the Hampshire Chronicle on 14th January of mis-using public money to pay for a councillors and staff Christmas lunch.  The disclosure could only have been to discredit the Chairman and Councillors attending the lunch, bring the Council into disrepute, and, for his own political gain.


He attempted to set up a public meeting with local residents in November regarding the disruptive element in Townhill Farm and even offered to chair it!  This was done without any consultation with the Parish Clerk, Chairman, fellow Councillors or even the two Borough Councillors in whose ward Townhill Farm is in!  I understand that the Police were not very happy either.  Luckily he was stopped in time.


Councillor Clarke was co-opted to the Parish Council on 10th December 2008.  The characteristics detailed above have been displayed throughout his 13 months as a Parish Councillor despite being advised by the Chairman of the Parish, Chairmen of the Committees and other Councillors that this is unacceptable, he has continued in the same manner.


It is for these reasons that I propose the Vote of No Confidence.”


The Chairman thanked Councillor Sortwell and invited comments from other councillors.


Councillor Noyce challenged the statement in Councillor Sortwell’s motion that ‘the Chairman threatened to close the meeting’. This was not stated.  The Chairman agreed that he had not threatened to close the meeting, but had stated he would name the Councillor concerned.

Councillor Humphreys read out a prepared statement:


“Last week we considered a similar motion in respect of Councillor Tennent.  I said at the time that I was saddened that such a thing should occur.  Tonight I find myself again saddened when I see a young man who has been a Councillor for just over a year subjected to the same ordeal.  Make no mistake, it is an ordeal.  Last week I sat beside the Councillor who proposed the motion and he didn’t look happy.  In fact, he was visibly shaken in having to do this thing which he considered necessary.

I spoke to Councillor Tennent afterwards and he looked and I am sure felt devastated.  I ask myself, and I ask you too, is this the road we want to go down?  Is this the manner in which I want to spend one evening every week?  I think not.  Here we are sowing seeds of mistrust and bitterness that are sure to impact very badly in the future harmony within the Council and have a knock-on effect that might last for years.  


Councillor Clarke has been at times disruptive, failing to respect other councillors, badly behaved and I, just like many of you, have felt that someone should go and sit on him so that some sort of normal debate could take place.  But, he is a young man in the early days of an honourable and important career.  It would not be right to have his career blighted by things that are said and done here tonight so I would ask you to reconsider and reject this motion.

There are other considerations to take into account.  The first one is, and it is an important one, that Councillor Clarke is already under censure from the Chairman, Councillor Dickinson, who wrote to him last week asking him to comply with the rules and regulations.  If he was an employee of the Council and was given a written warning, he would be allowed a period of time to show improvement or amend his ways.  So he has been spoken to, it has been confirmed in writing and now a period of time should be allowed to elapse before any other action is taken.  The hounds are already baying, Chairman, so you may have to rein them in for a while longer until it is possible to judge the effectiveness of your previous course of action.


With regard to writing in the magazine ‘Focus’, all I would say is that it is the Editor who decides what is published and not published.


So I put it to you fellow Councillors that this measure is premature, doesn’t take into account the letter of censure from the Chairman, Councillor Dickinson, ,and if passed will exert an influence on the Council out of all proportion to its importance.

I therefore ask you to reject this motion.”


Councillor Campbell asked for clarification of his understanding as to what a ‘vote of no confidence’ against another councillor actually means.  It has no bearing on their position as a councillor, they remain on the council but is a written record.

This was confirmed by the Chairman, who commented that he is not happy with the way the Council is acting.


Councillor Campbell stated that he had taken on board the statement from Councillor Humphreys.  However, as a teacher Councillor Clarke must follow protocols and similarly when he signed the Code of Conduct, he was accepting and agreeing to follow the regulations.  If this had been an employee dispute, this would be gross misconduct.  The article in the Focus regarding the 12.5% increase, in Councillor Campbell’s opinion, was for political gain and that he would be happy to second the motion of No Confidence.  Councillor Clarke was trying to mislead people with this article or he does not understand the extra expenditure needed to maintain the assets being devolved by EBC.

Councillor Mrs. Sortwell agreed that Councillor Clarke has a promising career if he acts responsibly as a teacher.  It is the same thing being a Parish Councillor – you stand by Standing Orders, do not go to the Press to try to discredit the Chairman and do not interrupt other people.  Councillor Clarke gets very irate when he is interrupted.  Councillor Clarke had warnings from the Chairman before the letter was sent to him last week.  He does not take on board anything he is advised to do.  There have been a litany of things and they won’t be the last.  The way he treated a member of the public last week was totally unacceptable.  We cannot take his youth into account.  As a responsible teacher, he has to abide by the rules of Education.  Therefore as a Councillor he must abide by the Standing Orders.

Councillor Tennent referred to Councillor Campbell’s statement regarding the budget and the devolved assets and questioned exactly what he was alluding to.  The parcels of land being devolved were special expenses and councillors were aware of costs.

Councillor Campbell replied that he was not referring to anything particularly.  Nick Tustian’s recent presentation explained that any additional costs incurred by the Council would be offset by less special expenses charged to the Parish and any overall increase should be minimal.  The 12.5% article was scaremongering – just before an election.  At the same Parish Council meeting, the Council was asked to make a decision on a planning application at one of EBC’s strategic assets in West End.  The public must view the Parish Council as a bunch of apes – makes the Council look stupid.


Councillor Tennent was still unsure what Councillor Campbell was trying to say.

Councillor Campbell was explaining that he understood from the presentation given by Nick Tustian that the 12.5% increase should be offset by less special expenses.


Councillor Ms Mortimer commented that she had only been a councillor for six months and also felt that Councillor Clarke’s behaviour last week was unacceptable but would like to hear what he has to say.


Councillor Mrs. Sortwell stated that the Council must bring this vote of no confidence in Councillor Clarke.  He has tried to muddy the waters by alarming residents.  A vote of no confidence against Councillor Tennent was carried and the Council must do the same against Councillor Clarke.

The Chairman referred to the ‘Focus’ publication and stated that there are two editions.  One for North ward and one for the South ward.  Councillor Clarke was editor of the South ‘Focus’.


Councillor Noyce asked where in the Council’s Standing Orders it states that a councillor can stand up and tell another councillor to ‘shut up’.  He does not consider this appropriate behaviour.  


This caused a heated response from several Councillors and the Chairman stood to stop the argument.  He stated that he had taken Councillor Clarke to task at least twice during the meeting last week but that Councillor Clarke continued to interrupt Councillor Mrs. Sortwell.

Councillor Noyce commented that when another Councillor speaks and if she disagrees with them, Councillor Mrs. Sortwell chuckles to herself.  Surely Standing Orders appertain to her as well?

Councillor Mrs. Durham stated that she had told Councillor Clarke to be quiet as well.  Councillor Noyce agreed.


Councillor Mrs. Atherton stated that at Policy & Resources Committee meetings and at the Parish Council meeting, she was frustrated by the constant interruptions of Councillor Clarke.

Councillor McKay referred to the Parish Council meetings with councillors criticising other councillors’ decisions within committee.  They should now come to their senses.  It apparently costs nothing to be a parish councillor.  Public heard these comments  - what must they think? 

Councillor Broomfield The infighting over the last six months is not doing the Council any good or helping the relationships within the Council.  We should be doing the best for the people of West End, stop bickering and get on with running the Parish democratically.  The decision has been made regarding the budget and all Councillors should support this.  

Councillor Campbell suggested an explanation by the Council for the reasons behind the 12.5% increase.


Councillor Mrs. Sortwell replied that the next Parish newsletter included this.


Councillor Humphreys stated that councillors are elected by the public and as such are empowered to make decisions and should not have to keep explaining those decisions.


Councillor Prof. Rest stated that if he had known that Councillor Clarke had also disclosed information and taking into account his recent behaviour, he would have been prepared to propose a vote of no confidence in him as well as in Councillor Tennent.


Councillor Clarke commented that he had not intended to respond to this motion but after reading it felt he had to make the following comments.


The Editor of a political leaflet is not legally responsible for its content.


As far as the Echo is concerned, he was asked for his comments on the meal and other items.  As a Councillor, he is still entitled to free speech.  He stated that he did not say anything to the Echo that he had not already said at a public meeting, so stood by this.  


Councillors are bound to have disagreements and it could have a damaging effect on the work of the Council if other councillors continue to censure or propose a vote of no confidence because of these disagreements.  He was unable to support a 12.5% increase and he felt it was his responsibility to make this known to the public and does not consider an apology necessary.  Others are free to publish a newsletter which disagrees with the Focus and the Echo and to put their point of view.  

Councillor Clarke noted that the basis of the vote of no confidence against him was for the same allegations directed at Councillor Tennent.  Councillor Tennent has not contravened the Code of Conduct.

With reference to the allegation of bullying/intimidation towards another Councillor, Councillor Clarke confirmed he phoned Councillor Prof. Rest when he received the e-mail advising of the motion against Councillor Tennent as he couldn’t get hold of anyone in the Parish Office.   He did not intend to bully or intimidate and does not believe he did.  It was regrettable that others thought it was.


With reference to ‘his attempt to set up a public meeting’, Councillor Clarke outlined the background to this following a Community Safety Forum Meeting at Hedge End.  He had offered for West End to host this but had assumed that Jon Riddell would make contact with the Parish Clerk and the Borough Councillors.  He did not accept that the police were unhappy and in fact he joined them on a very successful walkabout recently.  Why would he want to chair a meeting, when the Safety Forum already has a Chairman.  

As far as Council meetings are concerned, Councillor Clarke feels that the Council cannot go down the route of becoming very forceful on a small number of issues.  He and others are entitled to express their opinion.  Councillors should step back and listen to all opinions.  No Councillor should feel the necessity to interrupt or mutter under their breath.


He feels that this course of action is potentially damaging for the Parish Council as a vote of no confidence has no standing in law and there is nothing the Council can do by way of following this up.  The public will decide next May.  It is causing division and upset and wasting revenue and time.


The Chairman added that when a Councillor serves on an outside committee as a representative of the Parish Council, anything they learn or suggest should be reported back to Council, via the Clerk.

The Chairman referred to debates within Committee and the decisions made and recommended to full Council become the corporate responsibility of the Council.  Councillors cannot keep rabbiting on.


Councillor Mrs. Sortwell agreed that all Councillors should take a step back, listen and stop the divisiveness within the Council.  


The Chairman referred back to the motion on the table by Councillor Sortwell.

Councillor Sortwell therefore proposed a Vote of No Confidence in Councillor Clarke and this was seconded by Councillor Campbell.

A recorded vote was taken:


In favour 
Councillors Mrs Durham, Mrs. Atherton, Mrs. Sortwell, Prof. Rest




Sortwell, Campbell and Dickinson


Against

Councillors Ms Mortimer, Humphreys, Noyce, Tennent and Clarke


Abstained
Councillors Broomfield and McKay


The motion was therefore carried.  7 for, 5 against and 2 abstentions.

Councillor Broomfield felt it necessary to explain that he had abstained after taking on board Councillor Humphrey’s comments.  He hopes that Councillor Clarke will learn the rules of debate and behave in a manner expected of him as a Parish Councillor.  If he carries on as he has done previously, Councillor Broomfield will himself propose a further vote of no confidence.


Councillor Mrs. Atherton hopes that this will be the end of the unrest within the Council.


The Clerk stated that these recent events had upset some members of staff and has lowered morale.  She hoped that future meetings, particularly the Policy & Resources Committee, would be less hostile.  
128/10/PC
DATE AND TIME OF NEXT PARISH COUNCIL MEETING


Wednesday, 10th February 2010 at 7.15 pm 


The Chairman closed the meeting at 7.25 p.m.
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