NOTES of the DEVON HEARTLANDS COMMUNITY FORUM - Meeting No.18

– Wednesday 5th March 2008 at The Ockment Centre

1.Present:- Bob Dunnett; Hyder Pirwany; Tony Leach; Ann Crawford; Ken Crawford; Peter Williams; Paul Delahoy; Philip Wagstaff; Geoff Gill; Cllr. David Weeks; Ewen Rae; Christine Marsh; Steve Blood; John Young;

Apologies: - Robert Plumb; Hannah Freeland; Nick Morgan; Derek Webber; Cath Douglas-Wallis; Don Bent; Sonia Burgess; Daryll Chapman; Denton Williams; John Young; John Love
2. Matters Arising 

2.1 Broad-Leaf Trees

The topic was raised at the WD LSP Environmental Theme – Biodiversity Group. 

The contact for Footpath maintenance is Richard Spurway – Co-ordinator Rural Paths Partnership. A local footpath supervisor indicated that he would be willing to undertake this role if it was clearly defined & he was trained. 

Action 18-01  Contact Richard Spurway – Ewen

2.2 Greater Dartmoor Local Action Group (LAG)

The RDA has invited the LAG to submit a full proposal, which is required by the end of May. The RDA stated that the LAG needs to strengthen its Community Engagement elements of the programme. The LAG is setting up a small working group & has invited the West Devon Joint Market Towns Partnership to participate. We are founding members of Partnership & have provided the Chair with suggestions of issues to be covered. 

2.3 Dartmoor Sunday Rover Service

In response to our letter, DCC (Ian Harrison) has written to confirm DCC will continue to fund the Dartmoor Rover Service in 2008. Okehampton Town Council had written too & has received a similar letter too.  

Action 18-02  Write a Thank You letter  - Philip/Ewen

2.4 Opportunity Okehampton

In response to an action WDBC has advised us that 40 new jobs will created. The meeting felt that this was a disappointingly low figure for the investment, particularly as local transport projects not adopted by WDBC / RDA had the potential for more jobs. 

2.5 West Devon Core Strategy – Further Consultation

The final date for comments to be submitted to WDBC Planners is 14th March. The Meeting wants to ensure that the Park & Ride Project, including a Parkway Station, is included in Phase 2 of Opportunity Okehampton. 

Action 18-03  Write to SWRDA & WDBC Planners to endorse this project.  – Philip / Ewen

The Town Council & Hamlets are meeting on 12th March to agree a joint response.

3. Community Issues 

3.1 New Primary School

DH Chairman chaired the first meeting to establish the way forward for the development of a community cohesion proposal for the new primary school to be built by 2010. The meeting was attended by a large numbers of interested local people including parents, governors, teachers & community members. It agreed the following way forward:-

· Proposal should demonstrated a joined up Education plan from Pre-school through to Community College

· It will be the foundation of community building & the development of caring responsible community ethos.

· A Steering Group (COPSE) – has been set up & they will be actively consulting in the town on Saturdays.

· Faith Groups want a diverse multi-faith approach.

· The Government rules mean that each primary school should have a distinct specialism.  

· The Community must put in a bid or risk an outsider doing so & creating an inappropriate school, which does not fit into the community.

The closing date is 5th April. 

The Steering Group needs to aware that the new primary school could impact village schools as pupils can go to the school of choice.  Also it was noted that it all probability it would significantly increase numbers at the College too.

3.2  West Devon Local Strategic Partnership Meeting Feedback

Ewen represented the Forum at the following Theme Group meetings:- 

· LSP Housing Theme Group  19th February 

· Environment Theme Group  27th February 

He outlined key elements of Events, however full summary of each meeting is attached.

In response to an invitation for community organisations to join steering groups, North Tawton Environmental Trust has expressed an eagerness to become involved, whilst John Love is unable to attend Cllr David Weeks will attend the Biodiversity Group. 

4. Bus Passenger Representation 

Ken Crawford has produced a summary of the consultation document (see attachment) & led the Forum through it. The three key aims are :-

· To Champion improvements in services

· To ensure the passengers voice is heard

· Make suggestions for future directions

The Government seems to favour a Multi-modal Public Transport Representation Group, which will include Rail. This has been introduced in Scotland & Wales.

A major omission is that there is no information about the mechanism for local Area groups to feed comments & issues into the Main Group. 

Hyder (who championed changes to the Okehampton services last year) reminded the Forum that Bus Companies make decisions based purely on commercial grounds. The last bus from Exeter leaves at 5.45 p.m., whilst local village service is very patchy & irregular. Also travelling countywide is very difficult.

Action 18-04 Draft a response to the consultation & submit via Forum Chairman – Ken/Philip

5.  Main Projects

5.1 Okehampton Mill

We have had meetings with the College / DCC Library Services, community groups & Renewable Energy advisors. WDBC officers have said that a new library is WDBC priority for the site, subject to WDBC securing funds for this element of the project. It is apparent that we will have to evaluate two options, that is “With” or “Without a New Library”. The key to the projects success is viability, which makes minimising building maintenance / running costs a priority in the design phase.  

5.2 Community Asset & Empowerment Event

Further to our earlier request the Devon Towns Forum has agreed to host an event at the Ockment Centre on April 9th from noon. The expert guest speakers are Karen Bridgford Devon Reinvestment Services on the Transfer of Buildings to Community Ownership and Hazel Stuteley on Empowering Local Communities. Also you will an opportunity to hear and comment on plans for Okehampton Mill.  

Note:- If you would like to attend this free event contact Paul Delahoy on 01805 624874 or e-mail info@devontownsforum.org.uk
5.3 Dartmoor Railway
Dartmoor Railway has secured Devon Renaissance funding for the Phase 1 Development of a Passenger Interchange Facility at Yeoford. This has been boosted by a positive meeting with Network Rail, which should lead to the leasing agreement, which has been agreed in principle, completing the legal process in time for work on the Platform at Yeoford this year. Initially this will enable an inter-connecting service with the Tarka Line to operate 2 days a week in 2009. 

6.  REPORTS & FEEDBACK FROM MEETINGS

6.1 Senior Council for Devon
Okehampton Group has its own constitution with the next meeting being Tuesday 11th March in the Ockment Centre from 10.30 to 1.00 p.m.

To date 26 local groups have been formalised. The parent organisation the Devon Senior Council has approved the constitution & has completed & submitted Company Registration forms to Companies House. The public launch will be on 19th March. 

Senior Councils have secure funding from DCC & PCT for 3-years & as part of their role will be providing an additional link to Councils, including a consultative role & working with others, for example the Okehampton Group will be working with Devon Heartlands & exchanging information.

6.2 OCRA Sports Hub

OCRA held an excellent event outlining their vision for the Sports Hub. It was attended by representatives from the main local sports likely to use the facilities, plus Devon Sports Development officers & Sport England. To turn the vision into reality will be a long road, but OCRA has done it before as evidenced by Parklands complex. Their first priority is to replace the old, worn out all-weather pitch.

6.3 Community Plans Database

The web based countywide database is now up & running with many MCTi, Parish & Town Plans loaded. DCC and the Devon Towns Forum have organised a series of workshops to introduce the database to local organisations / users.  The information will be maintained & updated by local groups, with the data being password protected. See www.communitiesinaction.org.uk  for more details

7.  AOB

7.1  Okehampton Town Centre Link Road

DCC has been conducting a traffic study looking at congestion in the town centre. The Forum felt that a link road from supermarkets to the Crediton Road & Exeter Road will be vital, particularly with the new housing & school developments.  It would not be possible for this to be incorporated into a 106 Agreement as it was too far from the planned developments.

7.2  Free Bus Passes for Over 60’s

This is paid for by the county (& ultimately rate payers). It was suggested that consideration be given to a means tested scheme be adopted, with the savings made ring-fenced & used to provide a better service to meet community needs.

The example was given of Exbourne, which has a weekly bus service, but it runs before 9.30 a.m. therefore Over 60 Bus Passes are not useable on this service.

Action 18-05 Invite DCC’s Bus & Transport Officer to talk to the next Forum - Ewen
7.3  Rural Advocate Report

This Advocate appointed by the Government has produced his second report highlighting specific rural issues / concerns, such as affordable housing, low wages, & access to services. The full report which can be download from http://www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk/publications/ruraladvocatereport2007.
7.4 Bridestowe Village Hall

This new environmentally sustainable village hall is nearing completion & will be open for business in the very near future.

8.  Date of Next Meeting


Wed 2nd April 2008   2.00 p.m. to 4.00pm at the Ockment Centre, North Street, Okehampton. 
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West Devon Sustainable Community Strategy


· Environmental Theme Group


· Stakeholders Event – February 2008

Theme Group lead by Nick Payne – WDBC Corporate Director plus 38 other people


A.  Introduction


This is one of 5 Theme Groups, which have been tasked with providing an Action Plan up to 2010. This will be incorporated into the Sustainable Community Strategy as part of the WD LSP programme. 


Timescales are very tight with an Action Plan to be presented to WDBC Committee on 18th March & given full WDBC Councillors approval by 31st March. Nick Payne has invited non-WDBC organisations to join a small Steering Group.


There were 4 strands identified as discussion groups:-


1. Mitigating the effects of Climate Change 


2. Adapting to Climate Change


3. Waste, Recycle & Re-use


4. Biodiversity & Special Characteristics, including the built environment.


B. Top Level Points From Strand Discussions:- 


Mitigating the effects of Climate Change – Facilitated by Tim Beavon

· Need to engage more widely with organisations not simply LSP Partners


· Need to encourage Community Lead Action – possibly via Parish Plans making Climate change as an extra item


· Need to influence & exchange information across other 4 SCS Themes 


Adapting to Climate Change – Facilitated by Tracey


· Refined strand to “Improve community resilience to extreme weather (Heatwave/Wind/Rain)


· Encourage Parish Emergency Planning – Identify vulnerable areas


· Access to Sand-bags


Waste, Recycle & Re-use – Facilitated by Jane


· Need to do more re Business Waste


· Consider Food Waste Collection, if home composting option not taken up


· Green Waste Collection at 60% of Borough households – limit of viable collections therefore encourage more use of Saturday collection pionts


· Consider Waste Contract to be split into smaller packages thus encouraging local organisations to tender.


Education & Promotion is key to success


Biodiversity & Special Characteristics, including the built environment -  Facilitated by Jo Rumble


· Build upon & work with existing Strategy rather than develop WDBC own 


· Consider developing Green Infrastructure Plans for the two key towns.


C.   BIOVERSITY GROUP DISCUSSIONS


Group was mainly Devon-wide organisations (Barn Owl Trust) or local authority (DNPA Biodiversity Officer). Consequently discussions were at higher level, which was difficult to follow.


There are a number of existing strategies & plans which can be worked with rather than inventing new such as:-


· Devon Biodiversity Monitoring Framework 


· Devon Biodiversity Action Plan 


· Dartmoor Biodiversity Action Plan 


· Devon Biodiversity Network


The Group also recommends the use of local independent experts / specialists, rather than creating a new posts.


There was no support for a Tree Management Plan specifically but this could have more to do with time constraints on the day. The issue did spark discussions about the need for Green Infrastructure Plans for Okehampton & Tavistock, which was an agreed action. 


The Built Environment included archaeology too & was changed to historic environment. 


A concern was raised that Housing HIP & Energy Assessments were purely made on the basis of modern buildings, therefore old traditional houses are incorrectly advised. The use of modern methods will adversely affect old buildings. Estate Agents & Energy Assessors need to be educated. It was stated that English Heritage has identified a severe skill shortage re traditional building skills & there is a need for young people to be encouraged to take up these skills. The Okehampton Learning Resource Centre, in partnership with Okehampton College, proposals include Construction Trade training. This would be an ideal project to pilot traditional skills.    
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HOUSING STRATEGY 2007-2010


ANNUAL UPDATE

A.  KEY FACTS 


Number on Housing Register   2006/7     1,524       
50% up – HomeFinder Letting


House Prices (2006)



- Average



£238k

5% increase



- Lower Quartile Average

£154k

8% increase


New Affordable Homes 



- Delivered 2007/8


  138

Previous best 50 in 2003



- In progress 08/09


  250


Affordable Housing Stock 


2,100


B    MAIN ISSUES DISCUSSED


B-1SHARED HOUSING SCHEME


· 30% of Affordable Homes available for Shared Ownership Scheme


· Research & Practice contradict each other


· Need to understand the reasons behind conflict (e.g. wrong type of property on offer? Shared Ownership an aspiration rather than reality?)


· Costs probably main factor – property owner responsible for 100% of repairs; Estimated £3,500 up front costs (eg Fees).


· Typical Monthly cost on scheme £700 – high percentage of household income.


· Low level of West Devon people registered on Home2Own website.


B-2 EMPTY FLATS –Above Shops


· A perception is that this is a significant number but not born out by research, for instance less than 180 vacant properties have been identified of which a small number are above shops.


· Above Shop Flats often have access; fire proofing & safety issues plus Conservation Regulations. Grants are available towards this work.


· Empty Property Management Schemes – a new government initiative requires proof of need & use across England has tended to be against property in poor condition. 


B-3  OLDER PEOPLE STRATEGY


· Extra Care Housing Scheme for Okehampton funded


· The focus is on providing CHOICE with properties better meeting the needs / standards / expectations 


· “Support to Live” strategy is evolving. It provides support at your home rather than in sheltered accommodation. 


· Devon-wide Initiative embraces Housing, Health & Social Care  as a total package.


· It was suggested that consideration be given to expanding the “Down-sizing Hassle Free Services provided by RSL’s through Age Concern /TASS to all older people. However there would be a charge. 


B-4 HOMEFINDER


· This choice based letting scheme has proved itself & has raised the numbers on the housing needs registered


· There is going to be a Devon-wide system introduced in 2009, which will give more flexibility & choice.


· 88% of lettings are to West Devon people.


· Down-sizing people are automatically awarded gold status.


· Houses are advertised weekly in the local newspapers.


B-5  LOCAL DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK


· Current Consultations are more focussed, especially re housing issues


· Local Plan Inspector recommended a 16% increase (i.e. 600 houses) in new build. It is with the Minister for approval or amendment later in 2008. 


· Main areas of additional housing are Tavistock / Okehampton / North Tawton / Hatherleigh / Lifton


· Tavistock consulting on the suggestion for a single site tied in with the provision of  the Bere Alston – Tavistock railway.


· WDBC Officers consult with agencies such as Highways & SW Water but the final decision is only made at the Planning Approval stage. Some surprises are inevitable.


C. OTHER INFORMATION & GENERAL COMMENTS


· The proposals for Affordable Housing in Drewsteignton is looking good.


· Housing Needs surveys – Sticklepath, South Tawton & Belstone.


· Gypsy & Travellers Sites – Main issue with limited progress, but must be addressed


· Information Packs for Older People to be produced giving better information & options


· Government has set a target for halving the number of People in Temporary Accommodation by 2010.


· Radon – Free tests are available & people be encouraged to remedy.


· DDA Facility Grant – Not yet released by Government


· West Devon Grants available for energy efficiency work for the Over 70’s.


· A Landlords Information Event is planned for Spring.


· A Young Peoples training scheme whereby farmers take young people & give them training & support.


· Sewage – This is often a reason that small housing developments do not proceed as there is no capacity for processing the additional waste. Expensive & not cost effective for less than 60 new houses. 
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Bus Passenger Representation







The aim is to establish a formal bus passenger representative body to:







Champion improvements in bus and scheduled coach service provision founded on robust research and analysis;



Work with passengers, operators, government, local authorities and other key stakeholders to ensure that the passengers voice is heard when key decisions are being made; and



Make suggestions about the future direction of bus provision.



The government recommendation is that it should operate at national level rather than regional



It should not be to the detriment of the work that local authorities carry out



It should avoid duplication



Co-operate on common ground



Provide value for money



Not interfere unnecessarily in the relationship between operator and customer



It should not take on a complaint handling role



The remit of a bus passenger representative body could include;







Representing the interests of existing and potential passengers in England (outside Greater London, which has its own well established arrangements,) through the use of evidence and influence;



Engaging with and complementing the work of existing representative bodies, as well as with passengers and operators;



Giving advice and making representations to local, regional and central government regarding the bus industry;



Conducting research to understand passenger priority and perception; and



Producing an annual report on the work of the body and an appraisal of the key issues.



Question	1a	Do you agree with the proposals above



		1b	Are there any items not covered



		1c	Are there any items that should be removed







OPTION 1 Work with Existing Bus Passenger Bodies



For		No further legislation required



		Gives a regional influence



		Can solve issues informally



Against	Has a regional focus (not what the government wants)



Bus Users UK have said that if this is not the preferred option, they would be happy to work alongside the new statuary body, but at a local and regional level



Question	2a	Is Option 1 your preferred option and Why?



		2b	Do you have any further comments in the role that 				existing non-statuary bodies may have in 						representing the interests of bus passengers







OPTION 2	A new standalone Statuary Bus Passenger Champion Body



For		Bus Users UK and other existing bodies could be involved as 			members



Against	Requires legislation



		Will create duplication



		Government considers that it should cover all transport modes







Question	3a	Is  Option 2 your preferred option and why?



		3b	What do you think should be the key features of the 				Statuary Bus Passenger Champion Body?







OPTION 3	Multi-modal Public Transport Representation



	3A	Confer additional functions on Passenger Focus (PF)







	For		Links rail and buses



			PF is well established and respected



			Strong foundation



	Against	PF is rail focussed



			May have a detrimental influence on rail transport issues



			PF covers all England Bus representation is outside 				London







	Question 	4a	Is Option 3A this your preferred option and 					why



			4b	What changes do you think will be needed to 					enable PF to take on bus work?



			4c	Do you have any further comments on the role 					that PF might take in relation to bus travel?







	3B Create a new multi modal Public Transport Users Committee







	For		Would be similar to that for Scotland and Wales



			Could be modelled on London Travel Watch



			Would include all transport including taxis



	Against	Relationship with PF



			PF could be compromised



	Question 	5a	Is this your preferred option and why?



			5b	How do you think that we can ensure that there 				is no duplication between this bodies interest in 					rail and that of PF




























