Cabinet — 12 June 2025

Questions from the Public

1 Jennifer Steadman to Councillor Nicky Purse (Portfolio Holder for
Environment and Sustainability):

Since | last questioned Council in July 2024 on the use of dangerous weedkillers
around Harlow, | note that the Harlow Council website now states ‘HTS strim
weeds to stop unsightly growth - they do not use harmful weed control
solutions.’

On behalf of our wildlife and Harlow residents | thank you sincerely for removing
the use of these dangerous chemicals.

Can you please clarify the date at which this method was introduced and
confirm that this is now a total blanket ban and that the use of dangerous
weedkillers such as Glyphosate based solutions will now be confined to the
Harlow history books as a method to control the weeds in Harlow?

Reply from Councillor Nicky Purse (Portfolio Holder for Environment and
Sustainability):

Thank you, Ms Steadman, for your continued engagement and for your kind
words on behalf of Harlow’s wildlife and residents.

| can confirm that the Council instructed HTS to stop using weedkillers on all
grassed areas from the start of the 2025 grass cutting season, which began on
5 March 2025. This marked the formal introduction of our updated service
standard, which now prioritises mechanical weed control methods such as
strimming to maintain green spaces without relying on chemical herbicides.

To clarify: the use of Glyphosate and similar chemical weedkillers is now
prohibited on all grassed and soft landscaped areas managed by HTS on behalf
of the Council. However, for the time being, targeted application on certain hard
surface areas, such as pavements and kerb lines, is still permitted where
mechanical control is not yet a viable alternative.

We recognise the importance of moving toward a more environmentally
sustainable approach and are actively exploring and trialling alternative methods
to manage weeds on hard surfaces as well. Our long-term goal is to phase out
chemical weed control entirely where safe and practical alternatives exist.

We are committed to transparency and continuous improvement, and | welcome
further dialogue as we progress in this important area.



Supplementary question from Jennifer Steadman:

Do your plans to control weeds include scheduled strimming, monitoring and
mapping specifically of growth hotspots, mulching or ground cover planting,
manual removal systems?

Reply from Councillor Nicky Purse (Portfolio Holder for Environment):

| will provide you with a written response.

Jennifer Steadman to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

There are quite a few hoardings around town advertising the building, by Harlow
Council, of 3-4 bedroom houses that will be wheelchair accessible.

Wheelchair accessible homes are in short supply because retro fitting existing
properties to meet accessibility standards is often expensive, technically
challenging and limited by structural constraints.

Can you please provide a construction timeline, when building will commence
and ultimately when families can expect to move in?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

The council is delivering its mission to rebuild our town and the construction of
the biggest council house building programme for a generation.

As each site completes, they will be made available for residents on the Housing
Needs register, and we look forward to welcoming families to their new home
from September this year when the first of this phase of council homes will be
completed.

Of the first eleven sites within Phase 1 of our Council House Building
Programme, four are currently in main construction with the remaining seven
sites moving into main construction within the next six weeks.

Supplementary question from Jennifer Steadman:

What features will these properties have to make them wheelchair accessible?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

| will write to you providing a specification for the properties, including
accessibility features.



3 Hugh Hoad to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

At the meeting with supported housing officers in November 2024 it was agreed
that the rubbish left in the entrance to Greenhills, which came from the work
carried out by the BM solutions be removed.

As this had not occurred in January 2025, | asked my ward councillor, James
Griggs, at the Special council meeting, to look into what has happened, which
he agreed to do.

The rubbish was still there in March 2025, so expecting the usual non-action
from a Labour councillors to a non-party member, | asked you to ensue that the
rubbish was removed, and that BM Solutions were charged, which you agreed
to do.

At the Annual Council meeting in May 2025, | advised that the rubbish had still
not been removed, and it still has not been removed. Can you advise me if there
is any intention to remove the rubbish at no cost to the council?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

The fencing and signage that was left behind by a contractor has been cleared,
the grass cut and the company contacted to address the cost.

Supplementary question from Hugh Hoad:
When was this done?
Supplementary reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

Monday

4 Alan Leverett to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

Devolution and Local Government reorganisation are the two biggest issues
faced by councillors across the country and you would imagine that they would
want their constituents to be aware of possible changes. The Government
produced a consultation about devolution in Essex which ended in April. | noted
that many councils across the County, including Essex, Uttlesford, Epping
Forest, Braintree, Chelmsford, Thurrock and Tendering all had an article about
this on their website and a direct link to the Governments questionnaire.
Contrast this with Harlow Council, nothing on the website, not a word in Harlow
Times.



Why did Harlow Council not help publicise this important consultation?
Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

The council’s communications team did support the cascading of the relevant
Essex County Council and Government information both on online platforms
and in hard copy in the Civic Centre and libraries.

Supplementary question from Alan Leverett:

How would residents who can’t access these facilities be made aware of the
consultation?

Supplementary reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

This was a Government consultation and I'm content they disseminated the
consultation as was needed.

Alan Leverett to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

Some councils have already provided estimates of what they expect the cost of
devolution and Local Government reorganisation will be including the firing and
hiring of staff.

| would expect council leaders across Essex to have provided such estimates
when carrying out a cost benefit analysis of the proposed changes. Can you tell
me what you estimate this figure will be in Harlow?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

Essex authorities are currently working through an extensive process of data
collection, validation, and assessment, which is being supported by specialist
advisors.

As part of this work, Harlow is working through an options appraisal process that
is considering various configurations and numbers of potential Unitary
Authorities.

These assessments consider several factors including, but not limited to scale,
financial sustainability, localism, and growth forecasts. Once this process has
concluded, it will then be possible to project the transitionary costs associated
with the establishment of a proposed configuration, which would be informed
through service design, operating cost projection, and workforce mapping,
among other elements.



Ahead of this work, it would not be useful to attempt to provide an accurate
projection, as the multiplicity of factors that will inform it are yet to be fully
assessed.

As these details become clear, further updates will be provided to Cabinet.
Supplementary question from Alan Leverett:

Are you aware of a timeline to put forward proposals?

Supplementary reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):
Proposals are due to be submitted in September.

There are a large number of unknown factors at present. Questions about costs
and savings are premature.

Nicholas Taylor to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

In 2010 the Local Government Boundary Commission for England published a
guidance note entitled Community Governance Reviews. At 1.3 in the guidance
it points out that since 13 February 2008 councils have had responsibility for
undertaking Community Governance Reviews and to take account of the
responses received when consulting local people. At 2.18 it is noted that these
reviews can be triggered by petitions from residents and at 2.37 a review must
be completed with 12 months. The outcome of such reviews can be the creation

of Town and or Parish Councils and Parish meetings.

Has Harlow District Council ever carried out such a review, if so when and
where can | find its conclusions recorded?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

The council has not carried out such a review.

Supplementary question from Nicholas Taylor:

Why not?

Supplementary reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

There has been no need to.



7 Nicholas Taylor to Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

The most recent case | can find of the creation of a Town Council is just a few
miles away at Wickford which followed a Community Governance Review
carried out by the council in Basildon. It took some 3 years to formally create a
Town Council, during which time a shadow Council was formed.

With the abolition of Harlow District Council just two years away, will the Council
carry out a review as described or will it just leave it until residents seek such a
review?

Reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):

As | am sure Mr Taylor is aware, the Ministry for Housing, Communities and
Local Government recently published a policy paper entitled: Local government
reorganisation: summary of feedback on interim plans.

This paper sets out advice for how localism and community participation should
be best approached considering Local Government Reorganisation.

It sets out that Local Government Reorganisation should facilitate “better and
sustained community engagement and needs a clear and accountable system
of local area-working and governance”.

In the Government’s view “Neighbourhood Area Committees led by frontline
ward councillors, offer a model of place-based engagement and leadership
which maximises the structural efficiencies brought about by Local Government
Reorganisation and strengthens localism and community participation across all
areas”.

The paper also recognises ‘the value that town and parish councils offer to their
local communities, but being independent institutions, are not a substitute for
meaningful community engagement and neighbourhood working by a local
authority”.

In this regard, “rather than the creation of parish and town councils, local
authorities should hardwire local community engagement into proposed
structures, preferably through neighbourhood Area Committees”.

Supplementary question from Nicholas Taylor:

Am | right that Area Committees are not statutory consultees for planning
applications?

Supplementary reply from Councillor Dan Swords (Leader of the Council):



You are correct, but a planning authority can determine who is consulted on
applications. Area Committees can also be given delegations to determine
applications themselves.

Steve Barnes to Councillor David Carter (Deputy Leader and Portfolio
Holder for Housing):

Last November it was reported that you said that residents would be taking up
occupation of the flats at Burnt Mill the following month. Seven months on, very
few have been occupied.

Can you advise me why it is taking so long to get the block fully occupied and
whether those offered one on the open market have to have lived in Harlow for
at least seven years, a residency qualification required before an applicant is
accepted on the councils Housing Register?

Reply from Councillor David Carter (Deputy Leader and Portfolio Holder
for Housing):

The purchase of Millbrooks Studios ensured that this important building was
protected from becoming a Temporary Accommodation facility for a London
borough and instead provides quality accommodation options to those seeking
rental properties within Harlow, including 52 affordable units at Local Housing
Allowance rates that are designated for use by individuals and families on the
council’s register with the remaining 120 available for Harlow residents.

We have welcomed numerous tenants to the building already and have a
pipeline of leases currently being worked through that will see full occupancy
over the coming months with our operator instructed to ensure those properties
are for Harlow residents.

Supplementary question from Steve Barnes:

The Leader previously said he had structured a financial deal with a long term
institutional investment at no cost to the taxpayer or the council. Can you tell us
the amount of loss of rental income in the 18 months the majority of the flats
have been unoccupied, who is responsible for that, plus the security and
electricity cost?

Supplementary reply from Councillor David Carter (Deputy Leader and
Portfolio Holder for Housing):

| will provide you with a written response



9 David Forman to Councillor James Leppard (Portfolio Holder for Finance):
In agenda item 15 the report says in paragraph 14 (j) the following:
"A continued significantly worse than forecast Government settlement across
the lifetime of the MTFP with considerable reductions in core funding year on
year."
Given that this Conservative council administration is continuing to freeze
council despite the Labour government's punishment for keeping council tax
down, what are:

a) The total funds cut from Harlow Council's core funding over the MTFP
period 2025/28;

b) The risks to discretionary services;

c) The effects on local democracy and voter turnout when a Labour
government 'wields the axe' for citizens exercising their democratic right
to freeze council tax?'

Reply from Councillor James Leppard (Portfolio Holder for Finance):
The Government sets its Local Government Finance Settlement on an annual
basis and this year cut Harlow Council’s core funding by 25%. Future years are

even more uncertain with greater cuts expected.

This is coupled with the huge increase of National Insurance costs the council
has to bear as a result of the tax increase.

Taken together, these measures put considerable pressure on the council and
all of its services. But in line with our Building Harlow’s Future plan, the council
remains committed to fully funding all six missions whilst freezing council tax.

Supplementary question from David Forman:

Do you agree that Labour’s potential council tax increases show that they are
out of touch?

Supplementary reply from Councillor James Leppard (Portfolio Holder for
Finance):

I’'m sure Labour will get a response at the ballot box.



