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Mid Suffolk Disability Forum 
 

Minutes of the Meeting held at the Salvation Army Centre, Violet Hill 
Road, Stowmarket, IP14 1NN, on Wednesday, 16th January, 2019,  

from 10.30am-1pm 
 

Present: 
 

Linda Hoggarth -  Resident / Avenues East / Disability Forum for  
   Suffolk / Chair 
Terence Carter -  Resident / Vice-Chair 
John Chew - Advocate ACE (Anglia) Ltd 
John Grayling - Corporate Manager – Food and Safety, 
    Babergh & Mid Suffolk District Councils 
Paul Hughes - Corporate Manager – Building Control, Babergh 
    & Mid Suffolk District Councils 
Brenda Joyce - Suffolk Coalition of Disabled People 
Steven Largent - ACE (Anglia) Ltd / Resident 
Jen Overett - Resident 
Christine Steward - Sensing Change  
Elizabeth Storey - Community Development Officer, Healthwatch 
    Suffolk 
Helen Toffanello - Resident 
Heather Tooke - Stowmarket Town Council 
Hilda -  President, ACE (Anglia Ltd) / Resident 
 

Guests: 
 

Dr Jonathan Duck - Heritage and Design Officer, Heritage Team,  
   Babergh & Mid Suffolk District Councils 
Amanda Todd - Senior Environmental Health Officer, Property  
   Services, Babergh & Mid Suffolk District  
   Councils 
Gary Wright - Electoral Services, Babergh & Mid Suffolk 
   District Councils 
 

Apologies: 
 

Nigel Crisp - Staff Manager – Ipswich Depot, First Group 
David Finn - Manager, BSEVC 
Stephen Fountain - Operations Manager, Ipswich Depot, First  
    Group 
Cllr Diana Kearsley - Mid Suffolk District Council 
Cllr John Matthissen - Mid Suffolk District Council 
Gareth Moir - Building Community Capacity Officer, Suffolk 
    County Council 
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Rosemary Pooley - Resident 
Liz Roper - Resident 
Imogen Sherwood - Local Area Co-ordinator, Public Health &  
   Protection Directorate, Suffolk County  
   Council 
Dawn Spurling - Needham Market Town Council 
Doug Swayze - Resident 
Sue Swayze - Suffolk Axis / Resident 
Tina Wiles - Community Support Leader, Thera East 
Monica Wilkins - Manager, Suffolk Axis 
Nikki Young - Multiple Sclerosis, War Veteran 
 
1. Welcome and Introductions 

 
Linda welcomed everyone to the meeting and introductions were made. 
 

2. Apologies 
 
 The above apologies were noted. 
 
3.  Making Changes to Listed Buildings in Mid Suffolk 
 

3.1 Linda welcomed Dr Jonathan Duck, Heritage and Design Officer, 
Heritage Team, Babergh & Mid Suffolk District Councils and invited 
him to talk about how changes can be made to listed buildings to 
improve the access in Mid Suffolk. 
 
3.2 Jonathan explained that there are 6,000 listed buildings in 
Babergh and Mid Suffolk, increasing to 10,000 when those with a 
listed curtilage are taken into account.  This gives the area a unique 
selling point and makes it one of the richest counties for listed 
buildings. 
 
3.3 There are five Heritage Officers based at the Council’s 
Headquarters in Ipswich, some are full time, others are part time. 
 
3.4 He said that the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation 
Areas) Act 1990 provides the guiding legislation for alterations to listed 
buildings and conservation areas and the Heritage Officers work in 
conjunction with Building Control with the principal aim of preserving 
and enhancing buildings.  Plans for alterations also have to meet Part 
M of the Building Regulations and British Standard 8300. 
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3.5 English Heritage deals with public listed buildings and Historic 
England concerns itself with private listed buildings.  Historic England 
provides guidance on how to successfully alter a building without 
detrimentally affecting the history, appearance or character of it. 
 
3.6 Most listed buildings in Suffolk can be altered to give 
accessibility to all people, as Suffolk is largely a flat region requiring 
few steps to buildings, as long as the alteration is justifiable and in 
character.  It is a question of balancing conservation, access, and 
treating people equally.  For example, people should all be able use 
the same entrance to a building. 
 
3.7 Creative and sensitive design can be used to get round an 
access issue.  The principle to follow is that the alteration has due 
regard to the significance of the building.  Applications go to the 
Planning Committee and the Heritage Team provides comments on 
the application. The alteration should improve accessibility without 
affecting the building.  The feature that is causing the difficulty can be 
removed, altered, an alternative can be provided or a new way of 
delivering the service can be provided. 
 
3.8 The most common problem encountered are thresholds that are 
not level.  A reasonable approach can be to provide a temporary ramp.  
This does not need planning consent.  Permanent ramps of brick or 
metal are usually acceptable if they do not intrude into the highway. 
 
3.9 Historic England makes various suggestions as to how to 
overcome the problem of steps.  Shopfronts can be changed, the 
threshold lowered, or a lift, handrails or a ramp put in place.  
Permanent ramps and handrails have to be suitable for people with 
visual impairments but still blend in with the surroundings. 
 
3.10 A pre-enquiry procedure exists to discuss whether a proposed 
alteration is acceptable but there is a cost to this.  This is halved for 
disabled people.  Therefore most applicants formally apply for planning 
permission without carrying out a pre-enquiry. 
 
3.11 Jonathan asked members for their opinions and 
recommendations and the following comments were noted: 
 

• Members advised of the difficulties with temporary ramps, as 
there has to be a way of attracting staff in a shop to install it to allow 
access.  Temporary ramps do not provide independent access.  
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Additionally temporary ramps are not always safe and therefore there 
is a tendency for disabled people to avoid going in shops and 
businesses using temporary ramps; 

• According to some websites, Suffolk does not have a good 
record for the provision of accessible public buildings so disabled 
people do not feel welcome.   

• There is a need to correct the misinformation that only fronts of 
buildings are listed and also that listed buildings cannot be altered.  
Mid Suffolk has introduced a grant scheme but it is thought that 
businesses are not aware of this. 
 
3.12 Jonathan said that the Heritage Department can only respond 
when applications are submitted but few applications are being made.  
Statistics show that 88% of submissions nationwide are accepted. 
  
3.13 Members noted that the Heritage Department does not have a 
pro-active role in encouraging shops and businesses that are listed to 
improve the access for disabled people.  Linda advised that a letter 
had been sent out by the Conservation Officer at Suffolk Coastal 
District Council on behalf of the Council and the Suffolk Coastal 
Disability Forum to encourage simple changes to be made that would 
improve access.  This will be forwarded to Jonathan to discuss with his 
manager and consider whether a similar approach could be adopted. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth / Jonathan Duck 
 

3.14 Additionally, following our Access Surveys, a letter has been 
drafted to encourage shops and businesses in Stowmarket and 
Needham Market to be ‘disability friendly’.   It was hoped that this 
could be a joint letter sent by the District Council, Towns Councils and 
the Forum.  However, it does not appear to have progressed as yet.  
Linda will provide Jonathan with a copy of this letter. 

 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth / Jonathan Duck 
 

3.15 Members felt that a more co-ordinated and proactive approach 
was needed to encourage shops and businesses to consider the 
accessibility of their premises.  The availability of the grant scheme 
would help this. 

 

3.16  Linda thanked Jonathan for giving up his time to explain what 
can be done to make listed buildings more accessible.  Members had 
found this to be very informative. 
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4. Update on the recommendations from the Access Surveys of 
Stowmarket and Needham Market 

 
4.1 Heather updated the Forum on the progress made thus far in  
respect of the recommendations in the Stowmarket Access Survey: 

 

• The issue of the thoughtless placing of A boards is ongoing and 
will remain on the agenda. 

• Overnight repairs to the road and pavements in Stowmarket 
High Street are currently being carried out to restore the High Street to 
a safe standard. 

• The black bollards are now all yellow taped. Unfortunately the 
tape was removed by vandals but it has been replaced in a more 
permanent way. The bollard bases have been made safe. 

• Directional signs for Stowmarket have been ordered and the 
website has been updated. 

• The location of additional seating is still under discussion as it 
must not cause an obstruction such as when events take place. 

• With regard to the refurbishment of the Regal Cinema, the 
design team has been assembled and the Forum will be consulted 
shortly. 

• By the end of the year, it is planned that the Hillside Community 
Centre in Combs Ford will have a new car park with a slope to the 
front entrance.  Currently there is only a ramped access to the side 
and back entrances. 
 
4.2 There was no update as to whether Stowmarket Town Council 
were prepared to endorse the sending of a joint letter to businesses to 
encourage better access.  See Item 3.15. 
 
4.3 Heather was thanked for her updates and it was noted that she 
will keep the Forum informed as matters progress.  Linda will also 
contact Lucille Clarke, Communities and Partnership Manager, to 
invite her to our meetings. 

 

Action:  Heather Tooke  /  Linda Hoggarth 
 
4.4 The Needham Market Access Survey was sent to two Needham 
Market Town Councillors, the Town Mayor, and to the Town Clerk but 
no response was received.  It was agreed that a representative of the 
Town Council should be invited to discuss the survey in more detail. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth  
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4.5 The survey reports will be sent to the Suffolk Coalition of 
Disabled People and the Disability Forum for Suffolk for inclusion on 
their websites. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth  
 

5. Housing Adaptations 
 

5.1 Linda welcomed Amanda Todd, Senior Environmental Health 
Officer, Property Services, Babergh & Mid Suffolk District Council who 
was attending in place of Heather Worton, Corporate Manager, 
Property Services to talk about possible changes to the process of 
obtaining Disabled Facilities Grants. 

 
5.2 Amanda explained that her role is to deal with housing 
adaptations in Mid Suffolk and Babergh in privately owned or rented 
housing though not all conditions are included in her remit, for 
example mental health.  This includes Disabled Facilities Grants which 
are used to help people remain at home and live independently. 
 
5.3 The Disabled Facilities Grants system has not been reviewed for 
some considerable time and is regarded as slow and cumbersome.  
The system is clogged up by bottlenecks particularly when waiting for 
Occupational Therapy assessments. 
 
5.4 The Government continues to put money into the Disabled 
Facilities Grants system via the Better Care Fund which is paid to 
Suffolk County Council and allocated to Mid Suffolk and Babergh 
District Councils.  There is considerable concern that this funding is 
not being spent to assist disabled people because of the way the 
funding is accessed despite it being more widely promoted. 
 
5.5 The Property Services Team are seeking to make the process 
more flexible as currently it is rigidly means tested and bound by red 
tape. 
 
5.6 Proposed changes are being suggested as follows: 
 

• Applications needing adaptations costing under £5,000 will not 
be means tested. 

• The need for an occupational therapy assessment will be 
removed for adaptations that are straightforward.  The disabled person 
usually knows exactly what they need. 
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• Purchasing equipment which can be installed quickly where and 
when it is needed. 

• The application process needs to be shortened for those who 
are terminally ill or have dementia. 

• Extending the scope of the eligible work to include people with 
dementia or mental health issues. 

• Using the funding to rent a Council owned property within each 
district to provide temporary accommodation to enable someone to be 
discharged from hospital when adaptations are required to their home. 
Two properties have already been identified. 

• Conditions where people’s needs constantly change such as 
those with neurological conditions often require regular small 
adaptations. There needs to be a quick referral for this type of 
condition. 

• The hiring of equipment currently comes under the County 
budget but could be included in the grant and be discretionary. 
 
5.7 Councillors have reacted very positively to these proposed 
changes as more people could be helped in a more timely and less 
complicated way than at present. 
 
5.8 In response to a question about adaptations to Housing 
Association properties, it was noted that communication between 
Housing Associations, their tenants and the Council needs to be 
improved and accurate information provided.  Unfortunately, Housing 
Associations tend to work independently. 
 
5.9 It will be easier to identify more contractors to carry out the work 
thus speeding up the process. 
 
5.10 It was suggested that the grant could be paid as a direct 
payment to the disabled person, in the same way that funding is made 
available through the County Council for care services. 
 
5.11 In response to a question, Amanda said that there was no limit 
on the number of times a disabled person could apply for a grant. 
 
5.12 Members felt that the proposed changes would be a very 
welcome development towards making the application process much 
more user friendly particularly for smaller adaptations costing less than 
£5,000. 
 
5.13 Amanda was keen to learn about other groups of disabled 
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people where the Disabled Facilities Grants could be promoted and 
the application process explained.  Linda would forward her relevant 
contacts. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth 
 

5.14 Linda thanked Amanda for attending the meeting and for giving 
the Forum the opportunity to comment on the proposals. 

 

6. Polling Districts Review 
 

6.1 Gary Wright, Electoral Services, Babergh & Mid Suffolk District 
Councils was invited to the meeting to explain the Polling Districts 
Review and to seek members’ input to this. 
 
6.2 Gary explained that a four yearly review of Polling Stations used 
within the districts was underway.  The aim is to ensure that the Polling 
Stations are as accessible as possible.   
 
6.3 There are some limits as to the buildings that can be used.   
Schools are used but there can be difficulties in isolating the public use 
whilst still ensuring the safety of pupils.  
 
6.4 There is still a caravan used as a Polling Station in the district 
but this is not fully accessible. 
 
6.5 Whilst members appreciated the importance of having fully 
accessible Polling Stations, they were also keen to explore the ease or 
otherwise of disabled people actually able to vote once inside.  The 
following was noted: 
 

• A carer or companion can attend and mark the ballot paper with 
the voter’s choice of candidate and their permission. 

• There are no restrictions on having a postal or proxy vote. 

• Large print ballot papers were available on request. 

• A guide to enable visually impaired people to be able to locate 
the boxes on the ballot paper was available. 

• Assistance can be given by the officials at the Polling Station. 
 
6.6 Members then made some suggestions for improvements to the 
process: 
 

• Having audio-visual booths with headsets. 

• Developing an electronic process.  (It was noted that legislative 
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change would be required to introduce such processes) 

• Putting up a sign at each Polling Station to advise voters that 
they can ask officials to help them. 
 
6.7 Whilst legislative change would be required to introduce 
electronic or audio-visual systems, no permission was needed to put 
up a sign and Gary said that this could be put in place. 

 

Action: Gary Wright 
 

6.8 All members would be asked if they had any comments to make 
regarding access to Polling Stations or to the actual voting process.  
Comments received would be forwarded to Gary. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth 
 
6.9 Linda thanked Gary for coming to the meeting and discussing 
the Polling Station Review with members. 

 
7. Minutes of the Meeting held on the 17th October, 2018 
 
 The minutes were agreed as a true and accurate record. 
 
8. Matters Arising 

 
8.1 Item 8.1 Website:  John had not been able to make very much 
progress in improving the Forum’s presence on the Council’s website 
and therefore the item remains outstanding. 

  

 Action:  John Grayling 
 

8.2 Item 8.2 East of England Co-operative Stores: There has 
been no further communication from Oli Watts, Head of 
Communications and Community.  Linda will ask for an update for the 
next meeting. 

 

Action: Linda Hoggarth 
 
8.3 Item 8.3 Access to Needham Market Railway Station:  No 
update was available but the issue remains ongoing. 
 

9. Access Issues 
 
9.1 Report from Avenues East:  There were no comments on 
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planning applications to report. 
 
9.2 Access Officer’s Report:  Paul had nothing further to report. 
 
9.3 Any Other Issues: 
 
9.3.1 Formal Consultee:  It may be of more use to the Forum if it was 
a formal consultee on planning applications that would be relevant to 
disabled people.  For example, on housing developments it would be 
of interest to know how many new properties would be fully wheelchair 
accessible.  Linda asked Paul to investigate this for us. 

 

 Action:  Paul Hughes 
 
10.  Healthwatch Suffolk  
 

10.1 Elizabeth reported back on the following: 
 

• The Ipswich Hospital has started a user group of parents and 
carers of people with learning disabilities and would welcome new 
members. 

• The Learning Disabilities Action Group at the Ipswich Hospital 
will be launching its Reasonable Adjustment Tool very shortly. 

• Healthwatch would be interested to learn whether people being 
discharged from hospital are being advised that the Red Cross is able 
to provide a support service to them. 

• Healthwatch Suffolk’s Annual General Meeting had taken place 
in Felixstowe in October. 

 
11. Topics for Future Meetings 

 
11.1 For the next meeting, it has been identified that members would 
like to discuss the Needham Market Access Survey with Needham 
Market Town Council, and meet with Lucille Clarke, Communities & 
Partnership Manager, Stowmarket Town Council. 
 
11.2 A member requested an item on Community Equipment Services 
and this will be followed up. 
 

Action:  Linda Hoggarth 
 

11.3 Given the amount of business put forward for this meeting, Linda 
had not progressed the putting together of an item on loneliness and 
social isolation.  Contact will be made with Community Action Suffolk, 
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the Rural Coffee Caravan, and the Befriending Scheme with a view to 
discussing what can be learnt from their work and what the gaps are.  
This was deferred until such time as there is sufficient time on the 
agenda to allow a full debate. 

 
12.  Updates on Specific Issues 
 

12.1 Disability Focus:  The full report of Disability Focus which took 
place on the 23rd October is now available and Linda will distribute this 
to all members. 

 

Action: Linda Hoggarth 
 
13.    Information Round / Any Other Business 
 

13.1  Item 12.2 Inclusive Play Equipment:  In the absence of Cllr 
Matthissen, it was not known if he had followed up the issue of the 
lack of inclusive play equipment at the Stowmarket Recreation Ground 
in Stowmarket. 

 

Action: Cllr Matthissen 
 

13.2 Regal Cinema:  Christine reported that the hearing loop is 
working well at the Regal Cinema and its availability is well publicised 
on their promotional material. 

 
13.3 Travelling on Buses:  Linda asked if members could advise her 
of any issues they had regarding disabled people travelling on buses.  
A member queried the size limits for people wanting to take their 
mobility scooters on the bus.   

 

 Action:  All 
 
14. Date of Next Meeting 
 

The next meeting will take place on Wednesday, 24th April, 2019, from 
10.30am to 1pm. 

 
 The meeting will be held at the Salvation Army Centre, Violet Hill  
 Road, Stowmarket, IP14 1NE. 
 


