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STAINDROP PARISH COUNCIL 
 

Clerk’s Report on recent Continuing Professional Development activity 
 
1. County Durham Association of Local Councils’ Smaller Councils Forum 

Clerk attended the Forum on 25 July, at Spennymoor.  

Guest speakers presented on: Community Led Housing (Lauren Broderick, Community Housing Officer at 
Durham County Council) and County Durham Vision for 2035 (Gordon Elliott, Head of Partnerships and 
Community Engagement at Durham County Council).  

Further information / slides can be forwarded to councillors. The consultation on the County Durham 
Vision was due to finish on 31 July.  The Vision document is quite an easy 12-page read, available from 
the County Council’s website. It is the plan to replace the previous ‘Altogether….’ themes from 10 years 
ago with just three — ‘More and better jobs’, ‘People live long and independent lives’ and ‘Connected 
communities’. There has been some criticism that the proposed new tagline to the Vision - ‘Our future is 
Durham’ – exacerbates a feeling that the focus is on Durham City and not County Durham.   

Members of the Forum were encouraged to attend the AGM of CDALC, on Saturday 12 October at 
County Hall and if possible, the National Association of Local Councils Annual Conference, 28-29 October 
in Milton Keynes.  

 

2. Society of Local Council Clerks, County Durham and Cleveland Branch meeting 
Clerk attended the meeting on 26 July, at Easington Village. 

Sarah Jeffries, the SLCC President gave an inspiring address on clerks’ continuing education and 
development, encouraging clerks to go beyond CiLCA qualification to the Community Governance 
programme (to degree level) and also for councillors to take the Introduction to Local Council 
Administration (ILCA) course online (£99) if attendance at courses is not convenient. 

The Chairman’s report included a caution to parish councils setting single-use plastic or climate change 
targets/promises — only commit to do things which are within the council’s direct control. 

Many councils and clerks are concerned about the website accessibility requirements which need to be 
implemented by September 2020 for all public body websites. Concerns centre on the technicalities of 
compliance and the cost burden to small councils.  

Encouragement to attend VAT training day, 24 September, when the day will be split into matters relevant 
to smaller and to larger councils.  

 

3. Society of Local Council Clerks Regional Training Seminar 
Clerk attended the seminar on 31 July, in Harrogate. 

Presentation from Clive Stilwell (Local Council Consultancy) on website accessibility requirements. A 
public body website must, from September 2020, be perceivable, operable, understandable and robust 
and contain an accessibility statement. Parish Councils are urged to prepare a plan for moving towards 
compliance, starting with an accessibility audit, setting a budget for work and an implementation plan.  
Clerk will prepare a report for this council in due course.  

Presentations also on: cyber security and cyber insurance, Local Council Consultancy services, 
regeneration within a community, writing press releases and headlines from the Standards in Public Life 
select committee report. 



 

Page 2 of 3   171019-8   Clerk’s Continuing Professional Development 

Final session was a case study from Church Fenton Parish Clerk who described how the Parish Council 
had used Public Works Loan Board borrowing to acquire the village shop and the village pub in one year, 
taking expenditure from £29k to £918k, and then leasing both premises to community-run businesses.  

 
4. Introduction to VAT for local councils 

Clerk attended a one-day training course on 24 September, at Shotton Hall, Peterlee. 

The trainer was Steve Parkinson of the Parkinson Partnership which specialises in VAT advice for local 
councils. Steve was a Clerk to Alton Town Council for many years. 

In-depth coverage of making supplies of goods and services (business and non-business services), 
taxable (at standard, reduced or zero rated) and exempt supplies, VAT registration liability (note that the 
usual threshold of £85k does NOT apply to parish councils) and reclaiming VAT. Strong emphasis was 
given to the fact that parish/town councils have specific VAT regulations (VAT Notice 749) which are 
different to those applicable to private businesses. 

Detailed presentation and exercises focused on (a) grants and donations – eg. how a parish council 
cannot purchase goods for another organisation ‘in order to reclaim the VAT’ and (b) VAT on large 
projects (eg. buildings, play area) and the need to weigh up whether or not ‘opt to tax’ (where an exempt 
supply becomes taxable) might be beneficial to a parish council in certain circumstances.  

Presentation slides and handout filed for reference.  
 
 
5. Website accessibility – preparing for new regulations 

Clerk attended a one-day training course on 25 September, at Spennymoor. 

This course was presented by Lauren Crawford, and ICT officer with Durham County Council. 

New regulations are coming into force which requires all public sector websites and apps to meet 
accessibility standards and to publish an accessibility statement. The Parish Council’s website must be 
compliant by 23 September 2020. Steps to be followed include checking the current website for 
accessibility problems, making a plan to fix any problems, publishing an accessibility statement and 
making sure any new features or uploaded content are accessible.  

There is a wealth of government advice available on this and many references were provided.  

Durham County Council has produced a guide to making source documents (in Word) accessible, which 
should then ensure that PDFs converted from those documents remain accessible.  

To put some context on this, the types of issues to address are: 

- The use of structure in a document (titles, headers, footers, page numbering, table of contents 
etc) through consistency of format and mark-up. 

- The use of text styles (underlines, bold, italics, capitals and use of colour should be avoided, 
choice of font, minimum font size) 

- Use defined Heading styles 

- Explain abbreviation on their first use in a document 

- Take care with link text (eg. don’t use ‘click here’) 

- All images must have alternative text which describes them to a user who’ can’t see  

Note: Word has built-in accessibility checker! 

Presentation slides and guidance notes filed for reference. 
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6. Society of Local Council Clerks County Durham and Cleveland Branch meeting 
Clerk attended meeting on 4 October, at Trimdon. 

Presentation of purpose-designed accounting software for parish/town councils from RBS Rialtas, was 
interesting but Clerk considers ‘over-engineered’ for the size of this Council in terms of its receipts and 
payment, VAT registration purposes etc, especially in relation to its costs of approx. £600 purchase plus 
£175 annual support. 

Other matters discussed: 

- Advice not to underestimate the amount of work needed on checking parish council website for 
compliance with new accessibility regulations and the work needed to implement any changes 

- Recommendation to purchase the newly published ‘The Clerk’s Manual’ 

- Opportunity to see demonstration of cutting edge electric grass cutting equipment 

- A reminder that Children’s Funeral Fund for England (child under 18 or baby stillborn after 24th 
week of pregnancy) has been introduced, to help pay for burial fees, cremation fees and coffin, 
shroud or casket (up to £300). 

- Launch of new SLCC website 

Dates of future meetings: 24 January (Seaham), 3 April (Blackhall), 17 July (Barnard Castle) and 9 
October (Bishop Auckland).  

All officers re-elected unopposed.  

 

Recommendation 
To receive a report on Clerk’s recent continuing professional development.  


