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My word. What a year this has been. A year in our parish that resembles no other in living history. The pandemic has 
brought great personal tragedy but also innumerable stories of human kindness, resilience and heroism. Our parish has 
certainly risen to the challenge. I feel very fortunate to be a resident of Hythe & Dibden Parish during this pandemic. 

As a District Councillor, our working practices have evolved significantly, and as a result, many timesaving and climate-
friendly practices have become embedded. I hope that New Forest District Council continues to embrace its reduction 
of avoidable travel, council resources and buildings, kick-started through necessity in lockdown. That being said, internet 
connectivity and digital poverty does still present barriers across the New Forest, even for those with devices, and so 
not everyone within our community has been able to live the fully virtual life required to gain the maximum access to the 
resources and assistance available. Here at home we have juggled and compromised over meetings, lessons and life 
commitments between us as a family; a situation I am sure is mirrored across the parish and beyond. 

District Councillors are now very used to engaging with officers to solve problems entirely remotely and are adept at 
online meetings, which everyone can now attend, regardless of childcare or other commitments that might make 
travelling to Lyndhurst challenging. These new arrangements also make it much easier for members of the community 
to view and take part in meetings, which I feel enhances greatly the quality of local democracy. I do hope similarly that 
NFDC will continue to make available this increased access, and that as a result, more residents will be able to consider 
becoming councillors, to improve community representation and diversity amongst our ranks. 

I have been able this year to contribute the whole of my District Councillor’s Community Grant, plus some remaining 
from last year, towards the purchase of laptops at Waterside and Hythe Primary Schools, since not all of their pupils 
were able to access online learning during lockdown, and there were insufficient funds to purchase additional devices. I 
hoped that this would not only help some of our most vulnerable young people in the parish, but also their families, and 
school communities and staff. My previous work as a school governor taught me what a crucial element in many 
children’s lives the mere routine and on-tap support of regular schooling provides. It also taught me the immense 
pressure experienced by school staff, in non-pandemic times, let alone in a long-term national emergency. So much of 
our community evolves around our school and community hubs and so I hope that these grants will have further 
supported their enormous efforts to continue to assist the children as they weather unprecedented and deeply 
challenging changes to their learning lives. Thank you to all our parish schools for all that they are doing, for our pupils, 
and in turn their families. Their resilience is outstanding. 

Work on the New Forest District Planning Committee, of which I am a member, has continued throughout the year 
remotely via Zoom, and now Teams, so it has been rewarding to be able to play a part in the planning decision of some 
very important applications recently, not least the Fawley Waterside development, bringing thousands more homes to 
the Waterside. At a time when the Waterside is due to see unprecedented growth and development, to be part of 
discussions on local council and partnership boards, as they formulate and commit to their ‘Vision for the Waterside’, 
has given myself and other Waterside councillors the opportunity to press not only for green and joined-up approaches 
to the multimodal transport that we frequently champion, but also to ensure we do all we can to ensure that local groups 
can be heard, and have their input incorporated. The Waterside will soon see a period of change like no other and so it 
is crucial that councillors work as hard as we can to ensure that these new developments bring added value to our 
communities, and address any concerns they may have. 

Despite the enormous successes achieved through the pandemic however, it has been an inescapably devastating 
experience for too many in our parish. Tragically, we have lost many of our own parishioners to Covid-19. The pandemic 
has hit hard, and very close to home. The human element of meeting people face-to-face, and being able to help and 
provide support in ways more than just remotely, is an all too painful casualty in all our lives, when we so desperately 
want to assist those we love, care for and represent. Nothing can replace the human contact which enables us to be 
best placed to communicate. My deepest sympathies to all those who are bereaved amongst us.  

My heart goes out to everyone this year, since everyone has struggled in some way during the past 12 months. I 
personally, prior to the pandemic, had been struggling with my own poor mental health, which has like so many other’s 
been exacerbated by the conditions we now found ourselves in. I have felt incredibly concerned personally that I have 
not been at my best as a councillor; in fact, my capacity has been severely impacted now for some time. Why do I 
mention this specifically? Because I think that it is important. One other thing to come out of this pandemic is that we 
have all had our lives simplified to some extent, to being restricted to seeking the simplest of pleasures: be it human 
contact, kindness, love, sympathy and empathy. 



When I stood for election, I explained that I am a Mental Health Champion and I still feel that it is important that local 
government is filled with people who represent the community around them. I know that I am not alone in suffering mental 
health issues, so I feel that it is important that I am still here as your councillor. I have always suffered with depression 
but had previously been what is described as ‘high-functioning’, using all energies to seek to achieve perfection, whilst 
struggling silently, and in a way mostly unknown to others. Before the pandemic, a number of traumatic issues combined 
to affect my mental health to the extent that it evolved, and I was no longer able to manage it in the same way as I had 
grown to. 

The pandemic hitting has made recovery all the harder, as it has for so many others in our parish. The pandemic has 
also sadly brought to many the experience of mental health issues for the very first time. I really do hope that the 
pandemic will open the doors to greater openness and regularised conversation, respect and support around mental 
health, to equal those same conversations about physical health, as both can be equally debilitating and impactful both 
to individuals, families and our society. I explain my situation also to apologise to my electors that I have not been as 
capable as I had hoped over the past year. This is more painful to me than you would imagine. I am doing all I can to 
get better and beg your understanding. I do thank my colleagues for all their support. They have never once doubted 
me, even though I have doubted myself. Thank you to them for supporting me in my duties and assisting my recovery. 

As a Mental Health Champion, I want to encourage us all to never once give up hope, concern, kindness, or believing in 
the capabilities of someone struggling. Equally, we must remember to be kind to ourselves. Those struggling with their 
mental health need encouragement more than you may ever know, even though it may be hard for them to communicate 
outwards whilst they are at greatly diminished capacity. Keep checking in. They are busy doing what they need to, to 
survive and to get better. 

My difficulties are but nothing however against the difficulties experienced across our parish in this time of pandemic. As 
we are still largely apart, we maybe will not know for a while the full extent of the hardships our parish has born. I am 
sending my very best wishes to everyone across our beautiful parish. Thank you to all our heroes; there are so many of 
you out there, and I do reiterate that I would not have wished to live anywhere else throughout this pandemic. Quiet 
heroes really do live abundantly amongst us. 

For those of us who have merely concentrated on managing to put one step in front of the other, one day at a time, to 
just keep going, in the hope that this will be enough; thank you too. We share this community, and we will see out the 
pandemic as a community. We have all done our very best to get through an extraordinary situation. I do hope that we 
all will be feeling much stronger and safer soon, and that the coming year will afford us increasing opportunities to join 
together as a community once again.

Cllr R Clark


