Bridport Town Council – Summary of Response to COVID-19 and Operational/Financial
Impact as at 9 June 2020
1. Coronavirus Response
Over 20 local organisations and community groups, supported by over 170 volunteers and led
by Bridport Town Council, have come together to provide an integrated support network for the
most vulnerable in our community. A dedicated helpline phone number 01308 808900
supported by an integrated phone system provides seamless access to organisations and
volunteers who can help with:







Supply and delivery of food and groceries, whether or not
the person can pay;
Help with medical and clinical concerns, including
collection and delivery of prescriptions;
Wellbeing support, including mental health crisis support,
regular checks on vulnerable people, or an informal chat;
Signposting to other sources of help and support;
A directory of local groups and businesses offering help;
and
Access to 'troubleshooting' volunteers to find solutions to other practical problems faced
by our residents.

Since its launch on 1 April the Bridport Coronavirus Community Support Helpline has received
over 1,000 calls (as at 28 May). With emails and calls received on the Town Council’s regular
phone number, we estimate that over 1,500 people have benefited from this support.
A supporting leaflet promoting the helpline has been distributed to 11,500 households in the
area, extending into parishes well beyond Bridport. The virus doesn't respect administrative
boundaries and we will help people from as far away as is possible.
2,000 postcards (see page 5) have been distributed to supermarkets, Medical Centre,
pharmacies, etc. to encourage the vulnerable to use the available services and allow them to
stay at home.
A Facebook page allows those with online access to post queries and requests, and a
dedicated web page at www.bridport-tc.gov.uk/covid19 has been set up.
In support of key workers locally, the Council has installed a
thank you banner on the Town Hall, the town clock cycles
through rainbow colours at night, and the NHS flag is flying
(see page 6).The Council is also supporting the development
of a community archive of images and stories from the 2020
coronavirus pandemic, both during lockdown and beyond –
see https://www.bridportlockdown.org/.
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The Council has also supported local businesses with banners erected in the town centre
encouraging people to ‘shop locally’. We have installed social distancing banners (see page 7)
and signs, and have provided local businesses with pavement markings for queuing. We
manage sitting out licences for the town and have worked with businesses to adapt these to
cater for the changed business needs arising from social distancing rules.
We have worked with Dorset Council to agree changes to the highway arrangements to better
enable safe social distancing for pedestrians and cyclists. This has already allowed us to
move market stalls into highway areas such as laybys and streets off the main town centre,
and further changes are expected.
2. Town Council Operations
The Town Council initially moved all of its office-based staff to home working, equipped with
laptops and supported by a virtual phone system that mirrors those used at the Town Council
offices and the Tourist Information Centre (TIC). This meant that we could continue our
office/TIC-based services as normal, the only exception being that there was no face-to-face
facility.
Council meetings were suspended on 17 March, but commenced virtual meetings on 27 April
2020 (see page 7). This meant only two meetings were cancelled from our calendar of 46
annually. We are now back on schedule and were among the first towns ever to elect a Mayor
virtually (page 8). The new Mayor – Cllr Ian Bark – has made a commitment to online
engagement, and has already begun ‘blogging’.
Although the Town Council offices are closed to the public, some
officers have returned to their office base at Mountfield and others
continue to work from home supported by technology. The Council
has retained its main outdoor services including grounds and highway
verge maintenance (see right, staff pictured erecting bunting for VE
Day), Bridport Cemetery, and seven allotment sites. Bridport Market
has continued to operate throughout, initially for essential food stalls,
and more recently expanding to include non-essential stalls (see page
8).
No staff were furloughed because we continued to operate largely as
normal. Indeed, employees have had to show a great deal of flexibility in adapting to the
addition of our COVID-19 response work, and to the constraints for outdoor workers of social
distancing.
The Tourist Information Centre reopened in July. The particular challenges of our reception
mean that it has not yet reopened but we expect this to change by September.
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The Town Council provides logistical support to Bridport’s
calendar of festivals and other events – a vital part of the
tourist draw. Although most events have been cancelled,
the Council took advantage of the relaxation of restrictions
in July, to stage a socially distanced live music event on 2
August (pictured left). We intend to use the success of this
event to provide a template for others – a route to reestablishing Bridport’s prominent local reputation as
‘Dorset’s Eventful Town’.

3. Financial Impact
The Town Council has felt the financial impact of the COVID-19 outbreak. The main areas of
lost income are car park revenues, market stall fees, venue hire fees and box office
commission. At the same time the Council has incurred additional costs as a result of its work
to coordinate the COVID-19 response and from the creation of a ‘virtual’ council, with many
staff having to work from home and council meetings conducted online. The key details are:











Council income to the end of June was less than half (45%) of what we would have
expected in a ‘normal’ year. The main areas of loss are market tolls, car parking
income, venue hire fees, and box office commission. We have seen a degree of
recovery in market and car parking income as the economy opens up and the market
has expanded, but both remain significantly suppressed. Both are also predominantly
summer ‘earners’ – if we don’t see significant economic recovery before September it
will not improve the position.
Our income from leasing office and other premises is standing up – we have taken a
firm position with tenants but need their businesses to survive to ensure sustainable
income.
The deficit would be an estimated £240,000 to the year-end if the current pattern
continues.
£240,000 is just over one third of the income we have budgeted to raise from sources
other than the precept (Council Tax), and would equate to approximately £80 per
annum at Band D Council Tax. It exceeds our current general reserve funds.
We expect to see some improvement in the coming months, but as we rely significantly
on the summer months any strong recovery may be too late for this financial year. As
things stand we anticipate a deficit of £200,000.
We have incurred (unbudgeted) costs to date of some £14,000 in responding to COVID19, and have raised £4,000 in grants to offset this.
Spending on support to vulnerable residents has tailed off in the last 6-8 weeks as
restrictions have eased, although of course we do not know what the future holds.
We continue to incur additional expenditure to enable home working for some staff,
albeit that this is relatively low level.
We are now seeing an increase in expenditure on economic recovery and social
distancing measures – distancing signs and banners and town centre promotional
work. This is likely to increase as we look to attract more visitors.
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To date we have received no support from the public purse. As things stand the deficit
would need to be met from any combination of reduced expenditure on services,
cancelled/deferred projects, external grant funding or the local Council Tax payer.

We expect to see an impact for many months to come, the extent dependent on issues such
as ongoing regulations and post-lockdown visitor numbers.
The financial impact is significant for a small council – £200,000 is just under 28% of our
annual precept – although comparatively speaking Bridport Town Council gets off lightly.
Some councils will have much greater reliance on income streams affected by COVID-19.
The Council is not eligible for emergency business rate relief or the business support grant,
and we are fully up and running as an organisation so couldn’t furlough staff even if we could
claim the 80% grant from the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme – local councils are in any
case discouraged from doing this.
As a council we have also found ourselves unable to access charitable grant aid for COVID-19
response. A specific fund set up by the Dorset Community Foundation determined that as we
held reserves (for project commitments and to meet audit recommendations), our application
was not eligible.
Town and parish councils appear to be one of very few areas of society that has no access to
financial support from government for COVID-19. Businesses, individuals, principal local
authorities, other public bodies, charities and community groups have all seen funding
streams, grants and/or loans made available.
Summary of Lost Income and Additional Expenditure:
Income losses
Additional expenditure
Comprising:
Comprising:
£56,000  COVID-19 helpline and remote
 Car Parks
working phone system
 Tourist Information Centre
commissions, sales and
 Leaflet printing
booking fees
 Royal Mail delivery
 Rents
 Volunteer reimbursements
 Market Tolls
 Support for local community
 Venue and room hire
support groups
 Investment income
 Town Council remote working
 Virtual meeting system
Total net impact £70,000
Will Austin, Town Clerk
3 August 2020
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£14,000

Coronavirus Helpline Promotional Postcard
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Town Hall Tributes to Key Workers
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Bridport Town Council’s first virtual meeting on 27 April 2020 – Planning Committee

Town centre banners
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Mayor of Bridport Cllr Ian Bark (2nd row, 4th from left) receives the chains of office
following his ‘virtual’ election at a Town Council meeting on 14 May.

Bridport Market, unusually occupying space on Bucky Doo Square to better enable
social distancing.
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