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ABINGDON-ON-THAMES TOWN COUNCIL 

FINANCE & GENERAL PURPOSES COMMITTEE 

TUESDAY 30th MARCH 2021 

Agenda item 14: Report of the Town Clerk 

Covid-19 Response 

 

Introduction 

In February 2021 the government published “Covid-19 Response – Spring 2021.” This 

“sets out how the Government will continue to protect and support citizens across the 

UK and provides a roadmap out of the current lockdown in England.” As ever the detail 

is important and you are encouraged to read this. 

The Plan is based on a gradual easing of the lockdown based on four key tests being 

met in order to trigger 4 steps: 

Step 1: two stages on 8 and 29 March 

Step 2: At least five weeks after step 1, no earlier than 12 April 

Step 3: At least five weeks after step 2, no earlier than 17 May 

Step 4: At least five weeks after step 3, no earlier than 21 June. 

This paper summarises the potential implications for our easing of the lockdown. This 

will depend on local circumstances. Progress in shrinking the pandemic has been 

steady this year but recently the decrease has levelled out (see appendix 1). 

The paper is in four parts. 

Parts 1 and 2 relate to return to normality of Council services, which is largely an 

operational matter governed by legislation and risk assessment. 

Part 3 relates to council meetings after 7 May 2021. 

Part 4 is to consider our wider and longer-term response to how we should support 

the community from hereon. 

 

1 Town Council services: Indoor Services 

1.1 Roysse Court offices (inc Information Centre) At present staff are working 

from home and the work from home advice is due to remain in place until Step 4 (no 

earlier than 21 June). 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-response-spring-2021
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1.1.1 The timeline for a return to office working is as follows: 

Step 2 (no earlier than12 April) – office occupied by at least one member of staff each 

day for core opening hours 10am to 4pm. Face coverings will be worn away from 

desks. Visitors will be able to alter staff through use of an Intercom/ doorbell system. 

Step 3 (no earlier than 17 May) – internal office move will take to reflect staffing teams. 

There will be a phased return to work, details to be determined, based on a maximum 

of 5 staff; a “bubble system” may again be considered.   

Step 4 (no earlier than 21 June) – office fully re-open to the public.  Note with the new 

ability to work from home managers will give careful consideration as to how this may 

continue where appropriate. 

1.2 Museum – The Museum can re-open with restrictions at Step 3.  We will be looking 

to re-open on 25 May subject to the restrictions being lifted. 

1.3 Cinema and Guildhall – the cinema can re-open at Step 3, no earlier than 17 

May. The historic Guildhall rooms can re-open at Step 2, no earlier than 12 April. 

1.3.1 The operators have indicated that they wish to re-open the whole complex, 

subject to Covid restrictions, at Step 3, no earlier than 17 May. Your officers consider 

that it is reasonable to open the whole complex when all activities are permitted and 

not before. Note that the Roysse Room will be open for the local elections on 6 May. 

OFFICER RECOMMENDATION 

Members are requested to approve this section of the report. 

2 Town Council services: Outdoor Services 

2.1 Works team – the works team has continued to work normally throughout most of 

the pandemic, with appropriate precautions in place in terms of PPE and working 

practices. A limited number of their jobs have been postponed until restrictions ease. 

This will continue and as lockdown eases then the risk assessments will be reviewed 

as appropriate. 

2.2 Play areas During this 3rd lockdown and in accordance with government advice, 

play areas remain open. Signage is in place advising users to take all necessary 

precautions and each area has been assessed regarding the number of users 

permitted at each time.  Play areas, whilst regularly checked and litter-picked, are not 

supervised. 

2.3 Open spaces and the cemeteries Open as usual.  

2.4 Fisheries Closed from 16 March as usual, due to end of course fishing season. 

Due  

2.5 Residents Parking Schemes The town centre schemes continue to operate and 

are parking enforcement takes place.   
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2.6 Markets – all non-essential retail may return at Step 2 (not earlier than 12 April) 

but with management and social distancing through until Step 4. 

2.7 Events – The Communications, Marketing and Events Officer reported to the 

Community Services Committee of 9 March that at step 2, which is no earlier than 12t 

April 2021: 

‘Outdoor gatherings or events, organised by a business, charity, public body 

or similar organisation, can be organised, subject to specific conditions: that 

they comply with COVID-Secure guidance including taking reasonable 

steps to limit the risk of transmission, complete a related risk assessment; 

and ensure that those attending do not mix beyond what is permitted by the 

social contact limits (unless another exemption exists, such as for work 

purposes, or supervised activities for children). This could enable spectators 

at a grassroots sports match or a village fete, provided people do not mix 

beyond groups of 6 people or two households. We will update guidance to 

local authorities on how smaller outdoor events like these should be run 

safely.’ 

 

2.7.1 The guidance was updated on 15 March 2021. Your officers will advise further, 

at the meeting, in relation to this matter. Our likely recommendation are that (i) 

authority be delegated to the Town Clerk to allow events in accordance with the 

Coronavirus restrictions, subject to such conditions and limitations as are deemed 

necessary for the protection of public health and (ii) Members be advised as this 

delegation is exercised. 

OFFICER RECOMMENDATION 

Members are requested to approve this section of the report. 

 

3 Governance: Council meetings 

3.1 Current regulations allowing remote meetings end on 7 May.  

3.2 By council meetings we mean the full council and any committees or bodies 

performing a committee function with or without delegation; in effect any meeting 

which contributes to a decision. 

3.3 We have received today (26 March 2021) via the Oxfordshire Association of Local 
Councils, a copy of a letter to council leaders which is attached (latter dated 25 March).  
The letter notifies councils that the government has concluded that it is not possible to 
bring forward emergency legislation to enable remote meetings to continue. There are 
strong arguments for virtual meetings, arguments which predate the pandemic; 
consequently this letter will be a great disappointment albeit not a surprise, to most 
councils. The response of the National Association of Local Councils and the Local 
Government Association reflects this disappointment.  

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/working-safely-during-coronavirus-covid-19/the-visitor-economy
https://twitter.com/suejbaxter/status/1375195713345306624?s=20&utm_source=MEMBERS&utm_campaign=b7941cb296-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_06_08_03_15_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_206970988f-b7941cb296-323670633&mc_cid=b7941cb296&mc_eid=7cb92abe1b
https://twitter.com/LGANews/status/1375178685079302148?s=20
https://twitter.com/LGANews/status/1375178685079302148?s=20
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3.4 Following issue of the letter the guidance on the safe use of council buildings has 
been updated. The National Association of Local Councils was not consulted on this 

matter.  

3.5 There remains a further possibility that remote council meetings may still be able 

to continue based on a  legal challenge in the High Court by the Association of 

Democratic Services Officers (ADSO), Lawyers in Local Government (LLG) and 

Hertfordshire County Council that seeks a continuation of local authority remote 

meetings beyond the 6 May 2021. The challenge is based on the interpretation of what 

is deemed to be a meeting under the Local Government Act 1972. We understand that 

this is scheduled week commencing 26 April.  If virtual meetings are allowed after 6 

May then the Council will have the option to continue to operate remotely or to have 

“hybrid meetings” but with restrictions in place. Our technical ability to run such 

meetings is due to be tested shortly. 

3.6 However we have to plan on the basis that virtual council meetings will not be 
permitted from 7 May onwards, during a period when the pandemic is ongoing and 
we have only achieved Step 2. 

3.7 There is some guidance from the National Association of Local Councils in this 

regard. 

3.8 Members will appreciate that there has been much debate and speculation within 

the sector and options being discussed by colleagues in Oxfordshire include: 

• Resume in person meetings with suitable Covid precautions. The options 
considered by councils range from large meetings (with 2m distancing) 
through to meetings limited to six members/ officers (on the basis that the 
rule of 6 is in place until at least 21 June. 

• Continue remote meetings whether or not permitted (not recommended, 
this would be ultra-vires and lead to decisions which were wide open to 
challenge); 

• Open air meetings; 

• Conclude as much business on or before 6 May and then delegate power 
to the chief officer with a view to formal meetings from end of June but with 
a series of consultative committees which mirror the council’s committee 
structure. 

• Concern over risks to physical and mental health of councillors and 
members, vaccination rollout and lack of convenient lateral flow testing 
options for parish councils. 

• What are the principal authorities considering? 

• Many councils are considering matters but awaiting the results of the  legal 
challenge.  

 

3.9 At present I consider that there are two main options for the council from 7 May 

2021 until Step 4: 

a. Delegation to Town Clerk until Step 4 is achieved and remote meetings 

continue to advise the Town Clerk on decision-making. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-safe-use-of-council-buildings
https://www.nalc.gov.uk/coronavirus#preparing-for-the-possible-return-of-face-to-face-meetings
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b. Scaled back meetings with social distancing and other precautions. 

(i) If meetings take place then there would need to be a restriction on 

numbers, wearing of masks as appropriate and limitation on time of 

meetings. This is in the context that although meetings would be 

permitted risks are clearly perceived to be significant in that 

household mixing is not allowed until Step 3 (no earlier than 17 May), 

after which it can take place with the “rule of 6” (noting further that 

current government document states that this is “under review”). 

(ii) Risk assessments for participants which may depend on the 

progress made in relation to vaccination and the availability of lateral 

flow testing. 

 

3.10 I consider that whilst we may wish to consider the way forward it is premature to 

make any recommendations at this point due to changes which will take place in 

relation to the pandemic, guidance and restrictions.  

3.11 We have a Council meeting scheduled for 28 April 2021 and I recommend that a 

decision is made at that meeting regarding this matter. A report will be issued ahead 

of the meeting outlining two options to reflect the Covid position at that point, noting 

also that the High Court hearing on virtual meetings is w/c 26 April. 

Option 1: A recommendation as to how we will proceed if virtual meetings are not 

permitted. 

Option 2:  A recommendation as to how we will proceed if virtual meetings are not 

permitted. 

 

Mayor Making – 19 May 2021 
 
3.12 The above comments apply. We know Mayor Making will be much reduced in 

terms of the ceremony, audience  and celebration. Indoor and outdoor venues will be 
explored. 
 

3.13 I have spoken with both the Mayor Cllr Charlie Birks and the Deputy Mayor Cllr 
Cheryl Briggs and we are planning to meet up w/c 29 March to discuss further.  Again 
a recommendation will come back to the council meeting on 28 April. 

 
Testing for Covid-19 
 
3.14 A key part of the response to Covid-19 is test and trace.  With regard to testing the 

government guidance states: 
 you can register to order tests for employees who cannot work from home (which I 

consider would include councillors if required to attend face to face meetings) if: 
• your business is registered in England 

• your employees cannot work from home 

The tests must be used in the workplace. They cannot be taken home. 

3.15 With other local town and parish councils we have attempted to register for free 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/free-rapid-tests-for-all-businesses-for-regular-workplace-testing
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workplace testing so that we would have the option to consider how this might assist 
us. The advice is to register by 31 March 2021 to obtain this service for free. However  
despite exhaustive enquiries by us and other councils we have been advised  that only 
the Local Authority led Community Testing route is available to us, which for us would 
mean testing at the Beacon, Wantage twice a week. This would mean a three-hour 
commitment per person per week if travelling by car; much longer if cycling or using 
public transport. 

 
3.16 The lack of convenient testing facilities put those of our staff who have to go to 

work at increased risk compared with staff at businesses who can get workplace 
testing. It is also material to our risk assessments when we consider office 
arrangements and face-to-face council meetings. 

 
3.17 The matter was raised at the Personnel Sub-Committee on 26 March 2021 and we 

are making representations regarding this most unsatisfactory position. 
 
 

OFFICER RECOMMENDATION 

Members are requested to approve this section of the report. 

 

4 The Town Council’s response to the needs of its residents as the lockdown 

eases 

4.1 Covid-19 has had a major impact on Abingdon residents and the Town Council is 

the council which provides leadership and support to the community.  

4.2 The Council has worked hard during the pandemic to work with the community 

and during this period the Council will wish to consider its response over the coming 

months as the acute period of the pandemic eases, at least for now but many of its 

results for the local community become more evident. 

4.3 The Council will wish to consider its vision and key objectives in considering its 

response: 

Our Vision: to develop an inclusive community so that Abingdon is the place 

where everyone wants to live and where the wellbeing of residents is prioritised.  

In developing this community, the town will be one which is environmentally 

sustainable, vibrant, resilient and safe. 

Our key objectives: 

1. To respond effectively and speedily to the climate emergency 

2. To develop a resilient, sustainable town which will provide a home for 

residents now and in the future 

3. To manage the Council’s assets efficiently and effectively to meet for the 

needs of the community now and in the future 

4. To work with community partners to support those who are vulnerable 

and in need and to create opportunities to increase social inclusivity 

https://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/council/coronavirus-covid-19/prevention-and-testing/rapid-symptom-free-testing#no-back
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4.4 This report does not address these issues but there are potentially many ways in 

which to encourage “bounce back.” Discussions have taken place at the Management 

Team and suggestions were: 

4.4.1 Agree a process:  i) scope the need e.g. through an online survey asking how 

CV19 affected residents and how ATC might be able to help, e.g. isolated, lonely older 

people as well as younger ii) audit what is already being done iii) decide our aims and 

iii) determine the budget/ resource. 

4.4.2 There is a need to manage expectations. 

4.4.3 Work with partners including through its grants scheme, to assist and support 
those most adversely affected by the pandemic. would be good to maintain links we 
have made with community organisations etc, and in the future have a full summer 
events programme on Market Place.  Keep up the community momentum. Work with 
the district council. 
 

4.4.4 Information and communication  Keeping the Covid-19 section of the website 
updated to include a list of organisations and services within the town that could assist 
residents. Additional information provided in future Printed media and the Town 
noticeboards, including those at the museum. Disseminate information – news items / 
social media / press releases include back to basics, have taken numerous calls since 
lockdown started (along with other colleagues), many of which have been from elderly 
and / or isolated people without internet access, or just unsure how to access the basic 
facilities offered by various authorities.  Try and offer some help even if it is not in our 
area, would tie in with staff training session. 
 

4.4.5 Visual/ graphical information might be helpful – e.g. when places are open, could 
it show how crowded places are – timeline or Venn diagram? 
 
4.4.6 Events  Face to face approach;  balloon archway when buildings re-open.  
Perhaps Roysse Room Market Place could hold exhibition / have traders / maps etc 
showing what is open and where in the town.  Visitor Info Centre to be involved – have 
leaflets for the public with useful info & promote town council; link with Abbey Cinema 
Group 
Get involved events are already being planned – e.g. ATOM, Heritage Open Day 
 
4.4.7 Working with the district council Melanie Smans Economic Development & 
Active Communities Manager, South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District 
Councils Melanie Smans has sent the update at appendix 2 detailing the work which 
that team has been doing during the pandemic. 

 
4.5 As initiatives are considered your officers can advise on the financial and staffing 
resource which we have available for our Covid-19 response during the easing of 
lockdown and will work collaboratively with members to include agreed matters in the 
Forward Plan. However our response and any initiatives are a policy matter for 
decision by members and major initiatives with resource implications would need to 
be accommodated in the Plan. Consequently there is no officer recommendation.   
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Nigel Warner 
Town Clerk 
26 March 2021. 
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Appendix 1: Update on local figures 
 
To provide some context as to where we are. The following figures relate to the 
number of positive Covid-19 test results in the previous seven-day period, per 
100,000 population, the Vale of the White Horse District. These figures are 
considered to be capable of comparison as they all relate to the period during 
which widespread testing has been available. 
 
 
21 March 2021  =41.9  Latest reporting period 
8 March 2021  =34.6  Lowest figure this year 

        4 January 2021        = 485.3  Peak of second wave 
29 November 2020    = 56.6  Towards end of second lockdown 
13 November 2020   = 140.4  Early in the second lockdown 
5 October 2020           = 51.0  The rate at the time we changed the usual     
                                                         Remembrance Day arrangements 
15 September 2020   = 11.0  The rate at the time the Council cancelled   
                                                         the 2020 Michaelmas and Runaway Fairs 
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Appendix 2:  Update from Melanie Smans Economic Development & Active 
Communities Manager, South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District 
Councils  
 
The ED team has spent the last 12 months delivering the Covid-19 discretionary 
grants - the Discretionary Grant Fund, Additional Restrictions Grant and LSRG-
Open. I will get the team to see how many businesses in Abingdon have received 
a grant and the value of the grants. 
 
Attached is an overview of the South and Vale Autumn Business Support survey 
that asked businesses about what support they needed and how the pandemic 
had impacted them. The full report is available 
here:  https://www.svbs.co.uk/business-recovery-survey/ We will look to run a 
Spring Survey as well. The survey indicated businesses wanted help with social 
media, finding new customers, and access to finance. We have held numerous 
workshops on these topics and offered 1-2-1 mentoring to businesses. We will 
continue to hold workshops and offer 1-2-1 mentoring. 
 
The other work in Abingdon is the 'Meanwhile in Oxfordshire' project. All 
Oxfordshire district councils have teamed up with social enterprise Makespace to 
launch a £1.9m revitalisation of vacant shops across Oxfordshire. The project will 
see vacant retail units in high streets transformed into independent shops, cultural 
venues, creative studios and co-working space. The aim is to provide affordable 
premises to accommodate more than 100 organisations, which will create or 
secure at least 300 jobs across Oxfordshire. The Makespace team has had initial 
discussions with landlords of vacant units in Abingdon and conversations with 
people interested in leasing a vacant unit. I will update you when there is more 
progress. Information about the project can be found 
here: https://makespaceoxford.org 
 
The Oxfordshire Economic Recovery Plan has been 
published:  https://www.oxfordshirelep.com/publications. Over the next few weeks 
the team will work with cabinet members to develop a plan for the Vale that will 
reflect the new corporate plan priorities and the initiatives in the Economic 
Recovery Plan. It is likely to include greater promotion of the River Thames (inc. 
Abingdon) and build on the existing work of the Vale Tourism Forum - which has 
representatives from Abingdon. 

 

https://www.svbs.co.uk/business-recovery-survey/
https://makespaceoxford.org/
https://www.oxfordshirelep.com/publications

