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ANSTY AND STAPLEFIELD PARISH COUNCIL 

 

The minutes of the Annual Parish Meeting held at Staplefield Village Hall on Monday 12th 
May 2025 at 7pm.   

Chairman: Simon Stokes 

Members present: Bob Birthwright (BB), Maria Fielding (MF), Jon Gilley (JG), Mandi Graves 
(MG), Nuala Hampshire (NH) and Crispin Salimbeni (CS). 

Also present: Sarah Abellan (SA) (Clerk), MSDC Cllr Richard Bates (RB), Cllr Malcolm Avery 
(MA), WSCC Cllr Pete Bradbury (PB), and 2 MoP’s. 

 

The Chair Opened the meeting at 7pm. 

1. Apologies: Amanda Saunders (AS), Heinrich Schmidt (HS), Brad Williams (BW). 
2. To confirm minutes of the previous annual meeting held on 13th May 2024.  The 

minutes were confirmed as accurate and signed by the Chair. 
3. To receive Chairman’s Report. 

INTRODUCTION 

I think it would be fair to say that last year was a period of great change for the Parish of 
Ansty and Staplefield. It might well be remembered as the year of the 3 clerks and 2 
chairmen. 

Our long-standing clerk – Liz Bennet retired in April 2024 having served the Parish for a 
period of 20 years and becoming in the process one of the most experienced clerks in 
Sussex and something of a mentor to many in the clerking community. She was also (as 
Councillor Bradbury often pointed out), the key ingredient in making this Parish one of the 
best run local councils in the county.  She was bound to be missed and very difficult to 
replace. 

Having gone through a lengthy recruitment process we appointed Laura Mann as her 
replacement in May 2024. Unfortunately, this didn’t work out and she resigned in October. 

By pure chance when visiting the Parish Office in Cuckfield for a chat, I was told that a lady 
called Sarah Abellan was looking for a job. Having spoken to her, I invited her for an 
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informal meeting with Nuala and I and we were so impressed that we felt we could 
recommend to the Council that she be appointed as soon as possible. As this was 
something of an unusual way of conducting business I ran it past Trevor Leggo from the 
West Sussex Association of Local Councils. Trevor’s response – which could well serve 
more generally as a motto for running the Parish - was that “There is best practice and 
there is pragmatic common sense”. So, in that spirit Sarah became our 3rd clerk in 12 
months. 

For Sarah, it was something of a baptism of fire with first the Parish laptop and then the 
Parish mobile phone breaking down. There was also a lot of outstanding work to be done 
on the budget, and the audit to be prepared for. All of this on top of a very heavy Council 
workload. I think it fair to say however that despite these trials and tribulations Sarah has 
more than risen to the challenge and is now making her own distinct impression on 
Council Business. We are lucky to have her. 

Compared with the task of changing clerks, the change of chairs was rather easier. After 
11 years as Chairman, Brad Williams stood down in June last year, having done a brilliant 
job in the post. He was always going to be a tough act to follow and I’ve done the best I can 
to carry on and develop further our shared vision for the Parish based upon it being a 
collegiate and non-party political body. 

Unfortunately last year we also lost two councillors, namely George Morley and James 
Steadman. Both were Ansty councillors and represented the Parish on the AVHT. In 
addition, James was what might be termed our “estates manager” looking after our 
contract with the Victory Pub in Staplefield whilst George combined deep local knowledge 
with a congenial “can do” attitude. They will both be missed and we are in the process of 
replacing them with two new co-opted members. 

OUR WORK 

It might be useful briefly to outline to Parishioners what we do. Our “business as usual” or 
“bread and butter” work consists of representing the views and concerns of the residents 
of the Parish both to our own Council and also to the District and County authorities. From 
a day-to-day perspective this means the maintenance of the assets we hold, awarding 
contracts to further that end such as grass cutting and the management of the lands we 
own as well as responding to planning applications which are determined on a monthly 
basis. 

As statutory consultees other branches of government are obliged to talk to us and seek 
our views on matters that might legitimately concern us. Most of this work falls to the clerk 
but councillors are the ultimate arbiters of what we actually decide to do. 

COMMUNITY GRANTS – LEVELLING UP 

As well as things we must do we also have powers to spend discretionary monies on our 
communities and over the course of the previous 12 months – through our community 
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grants program - we have spent some £50000 on various projects in the Parish which I will 
expand on later. 

·Ansty and Staplefield is something of an oddity as Parishes go. Typically these will consist 
of a single village or small town surrounded by a couple of thousand acres of countryside. 
Ours on the other hand consists of two small villages, the hamlet of Brook Street and 3 
newly built neighbouring housing estates on the borders of Haywards Heath. 

Managing such a geographically diverse parish (which is the largest in West Sussex) is not 
straightforward and is made more so by the fact that most of the assets we own and are 
committed to maintaining are in Staplefield whilst the tax base lies mainly elsewhere and 
especially with the new estates at Rocky Lane. To try and rebalance this situation, Brad 
Williams in his time as Chair developed the “Community Grants” program that I referred 
to earlier. Since I became Chairman, the Council has continued with this policy and in the 
last 12 months has made grants to the following bodies: 

Haywards Heath Rugby Club – now known as Whitemans Green Sports Club has invested 
£2 million in rebuilding the clubhouse in our Parish and expanding its sports offering to the 
local community – We gave a grant of £10,674 in order to provide a Sound Board. 
Approximately 1000 members of the club live in our Parish and its continued success is 
very much in the interests of our local community. 

Ansty sports club. A grant of £11,521.32 was made in order to unlock further funding of 
£35,000 which will enable the lower sports field at Ansty to be drained so that it can once 
again be used for Football. Ansty Football club has only recently been re-established in 
the village and is expected to provide an ongoing income stream for the Ansty Village 
Centre of which this council is a major stakeholder. 

Staplefield Village Hall. A grant of £9,395 was for refurbishment of the Hall 

Cuckfield Lawn Tennis Club. Although just outside of our Parish the club has many 
members who live in it. A grant of £1,000 was made available in order to help with the 
clubhouse rebuild. 

Bolnore Scouts. Again, this lies outside of our Parish but has a considerable number of our 
residents’ children participate in the activities they provide. A grant of £950 was therefore 
made to support refurbishment of the scout hut. 

Brook Street Garden. A sum of £2,000 was made available to the residents of Brook Street 
in order to create a village garden. Not only does this provide villagers with a meeting 
place, it also acts as a positive deterrent to speeding traffic that might not otherwise 
appreciate that they are travelling through a human settlement. 

A slightly different initiative involving both Bolney and Cuckfield Parishes concerned 
making available a sum of £5200 over three years in order to pay for a youth worker to 
organise activities for the young people of the Parish. 
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All these grants were made available to organisations who were already doing their own 
fund raising or had matching funds which our grants could unlock. The grants process 
aims to benefit the greatest numbers of parishioners in the most effective manner we can. 

We are currently unable to make a grant of £7,320 to Rocky Lane owing to the current 
status of the residents association. Our constitution forbids us from making grants to 
organisations that are commercial in nature and as this may be the case here, the grant 
has been frozen until outstanding queries can be resolved. 

Other minor grants were made to various groups within the Parish. 

THE PARISH AND THE LOCAL PLAN 

The Council has been very heavily involved in consultations surrounding the emerging 
local plan. We made several submissions to the Council during both the regulation 18 and 
regulation 19 stages of plan making. In these we broadly welcomed the plan insofar as it 
excluded the Ansty Farm site as a development site. We did however object to the 
inclusion of 2 sites in Ansty village as it is contrary to our own neighbourhood plan and 
represents overdevelopment of what is a small village with inadequate facilities to 
support development. 

Ourselves and Cuckfield PC were able to secure a seat at the 1st stage of the Plan 
Inspection in November where we had the opportunity to stress the unsuitability of Ansty 
as a candidate for housing development. We also had the opportunity to speak directly to 
the MSDC leadership team and to secure their re-assurance that the Ansty Farm site 
would be excluded from the plan even if the Inspector was to suggest additional housing 
numbers. The Inspection was due to reconvene in March but has yet to do so. We do not 
therefore at this stage know what the outcome will be and this does make Mid Sussex as a 
whole vulnerable to speculative housing applications. We will of course resist any of 
these which adversely affect our Parish. 

Although excluded as a development site from the local plan, the site promoter at Ansty 
Farm have submitted a planning application regardless. This has involved the Parish 
Council in hundreds of hours work in reading and responding to the proposals. This has 
meant this Council as well as Cuckfield Parish, the Cuckfield Society, and the local action 
group (SCAG) funding expert reports and legal advice to bolster our case. Much of this 
expenditure took place prior to this year but shortly before Christmas, the site promoter 
made further submissions which we were obliged to refute. At this moment in time the 
planning application has not been determined but all the time the local plan is delayed the 
risk of development here remains. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM AND DEVOLUTION 

The delay to the making of the local plan is not the only cause of local uncertainty. Central 
Government is now committed to abolishing what is known in local government circles as 
the “two tier system” and replacing it with Unitary councils. A new regional form of 
government is also proposed under the authority of a Mayor across Sussex as a whole. 
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The most likely outcome in West Sussex is for the Boroughs and Districts to be merged 
into a single West Sussex Council but this is far from certain. Although not directly 
affected by these changes there will be a knock-on effect for Parishes. It seems likely for 
example that assets currently belonging to Mid Sussex will pass to us but whether funding 
to support these assets will follow is not currently known. Some local government powers 
may also pass to the Towns and Parishes but a government white paper due this autumn 
has is now not in the plans. There is also the possibility that Parishes will have their 
spending capped from 2027 at the same time that additional responsibilities are being 
assumed by us. We are certainly living in very interesting times. 

NEW INITIATIVES AND THE COMING YEAR 

Whatever the future holds all we can do is that which is within our control. Sarah has 
recently created a Parish Facebook page to disseminate information regarding Parish 
activities. The page is not open for comments but will let residents know (for example) 
when we have to cut trees down for various purposes or to cascade information from 
County concerning road works or closures. Hopefully this will prevent Sarah having to field 
unnecessary phone calls and reduce misunderstandings. The Website remains the golden 
source of Parish Information but this foray into the world of social media can help 
compliment it. 

Staying on the theme of IT we are looking into migrating our email onto the company who 
currently maintain and backup our equipment and data. ICT Vision has proved to be a 
clunky email server which isn’t easy to use on a mobile device. It is also not possible to 
sync it with Outlook. This should make our lives easier. 

We are currently looking into the possibility of having a Parish Office. Unusually for a 
Parish Council we don’t have one and we need a dedicated place to which post can be 
sent and documents stored. Sarah and I have looked at a Hot Desk arrangement in 
Cuckfield or Haywards Heath as well as an unused office in a neighbouring parish and we 
are also examining the possibility of using part of a refurbished Staplefield Pavillion. 
Hopefully we will have somewhere by the time of the next annual meeting. 

Sarah is currently investigating the possibility of taking over 10 allotment plots in 
Warninglid and Handcross. We will potentially rent these from Slaugham PC and rent 
them on to parishioners.  

In the coming year the Parish will be looking to refurbish Staplefield Pavillion and the 
Playpark and a dedicated working party will be created to write terms of reference for 
delivering a feasible plan. 

FORTHCOMING CHALLENGES AND CONCLUSIONS 

We are as a Parish very dependent on the precept that provides the vast bulk of our 
income. Although we currently have healthy reserves, the work in Staplefield is likely to be 
expensive and we may well be losing Rocky Lane to Haywards Heath Town in 2027. This 
would cut our income in half at the very time our workload is increasing. 
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As a result the Community Grants program will have to be considerably scaled back and 
we will need to look very closely at our finances to ensure we are getting the very best 
value that we can. 

It is imperative too that we maximise other income streams. We have not in the past been 
perhaps as clever as we could be in claiming S106 monies. The advice from the Officer at 
MSDC is to create a wish list of the projects we would like to fund and to attach these to 
qualifying planning applications when they come in. Even if we object to a planning 
application we can without prejudice still seek to profit from them should our objections 
be overruled. 

Advice from MSDC also emphasises the existence of grants that we might be able to 
access to help toward paying for various works. 

We need also to look at our assets and see how we can monetise these. As previously 
mentioned, Staplefield Pavillion is due to be refurbished but when doing so we should be 
looking to how this can best be done to get an ongoing income from it. Equally Income 
from Cricket and other uses of Staplefield Common should be seriously examined. This 
will be a central part of what the Staplefield Working Group do. 

It has been a busy year for us and next year is likely to be busier yet. We have new 
councillors to bring on board, the working parties need to be re-invigorated and new and 
existing income streams to be explored. All this on top of what central government will 
throw at us. Whatever the future does hold it is at least unlikely to be dull. 

4. To consider any other questions. No questions received. 

Chair closed the meeting at 7.20pm. 

These minutes are in draft form until agreed and signed at the next full council 
meeting. 

 

 

 


