NOTES of theDEVON HEARTLANDS COMMUNITY FORUM - Meeting No.24

– Wednesday 3rd September 2008 at Okehampton Town Chambers

1.Present:- Bob Dunnett; Hyder Pirwany; Ann Crawford; Ken Crawford; Peter Williams; Paul Delahoy; Philip Wagstaff; Geoff Gill; Ewen Rae; Kay Northcott; Nick Payne; Roger Grainger; Chris Kirwin; Don Bent; Neil Donovan; Valerie & David Lashing; Carl Seaward; Robert Plumb;

Apologies: - Steve Blood; David Weeks; Sgt Jonathon Ludwig; Derek Webber; 

2. Matters Arising 

2.1 Meeting Times

It is proposed to organise an evening event with an economy theme covering the Greater Dartmoor Local Action group; Okehampton Learning Resource Centre  & possibly Dartmoor Railway.  

2.2 New Okehampton primary School 

Action continues to write to DCC for a progress update.  

2.3 Post Office Closure

The recent PO announcement confirmed the conversion of the village post offices in Bridestowe & Lewdown to Outreach Offices under a partnership agreement with another postmaster & operating out of the village shop. The details have not been published but from the event organised by WDBC at Bridestowe Village Hall the fear was that this would not be economically viable as the income would be shared by the village shop & the partner postmaster. 

Northlew & Meeth will be served by an Outreach Hosted Service for example using a village hall & operating for limited hours. Good examples of this in operation include Sticklepath & Spreyton run by the North Tawton Postmaster.

The Bridestowe decision in particular is very disappointing given the strength of their case & the local support. The Community feels very badly let down.

DCC are planning an PO Fund to support the village shops providing PO services, where the shop is the sole shop in the village. This fund would continue until 2011.

The next critical timescale for our local PO’s is the placement of the Post Office Card Accountant programme with PO Ltd. This needs to be in place in the autumn.    

2.4 Youth Representation 

Carl Seaward had talked with Room 13 (i.e. the Youth Café) & there is an opportunity for the Forum to get involved as the young people have identified a need to consult with community members. 

Action 24-01 Arrange an informal meeting with Rm 13 members Carl / Philip
2.5 North Okehampton Residents Association (NORA)

NORA has been invited to the forum & we are pleased to welcome Neil Donovan. NORA was set by residents concerned by detrimental impact that the constant erosion of the limited green spaces due to in-fill building was having on Okehampton, especially in the Northfield Road & North St areas. There is a proposal for high density in-fill (i.e. 50 bed care home) on an 0.5 hectacre site behind the library.

2.6 Out of Town Parking 

Mr O’Higgins from SWeRDA has replied to our letter, saying that proposals for a station & car parking will be discussed with WDBC Planners in September. The uncertainty caused by  economic downturn & the Dartmoor Railway status has been a reason for delay in replying.

It is important not to ignore town centre parking too.

2.7 Rural Fuel Price Impact

A response to our letter to the Department of Transport is awaited. 

The independently owned petrol stations set their own prices therefore the comparatively high price of fuel in Okehampton is driven by economic forces, such as competition. 

3. Unitary Devon – Boundary Committee Proposal Update

This discussion lead by Roger Grainger – DCC was an opportunity to explore in more detail the implications of the Boundary Committee Proposal for a “Unitary Devon”, building on the Special Forum held in July. 

DCC have been expending a considerable amount of energy facilitating discussions & exchanges of views from town & parish councils across Devon. This has helped the concept to evolve & develop further, but it remains a concept & not a detailed comprehensive proposal.  Locally DCC has met with both North Tawton & Okehampton Town Councils, whilst the Devon Association of Parish Councils co-ordinated an event for all 28 towns designated as potential Community Boards (CB) inviting councillors & clerks.

The common themes & messages coming out from the discussions are:-

· Frustration – especially centred around the restricted Terms of Reference, which precludes the “Status Quo” option being considered formally. 

· Exeter & Exmouth – if this option occurred the overwhelming opinion is that this would be very damaging to rest of Devon

· Community Boards – there is some support in principle for CBs & thus Community Forums too. To date three Towns have offered to run pilot schemes to evaluate the potential for CB & their associated Forum.

· Boundary Committee Financial Workbook – this template will enable at standard approach to the financial assessment process. The Workbook will be signed off jointly by the appropriate District plus County Financial Director, so that the basic information is agreed by all parties. This must be done by 12th September & results released.

· 28 Hub Towns – work with the Town & Parish clerks has been initiated

· Community Board “Design” – there is a real commitment to co-design of each CB as each will be different to meet specific local circumstances. This local designing will include defining numbers of members, what parish are included within the CB’s Area & level of  representation, what is its specific remit (for example the level of delegated planning / development control powers, if any).

CB will evolve at a pace determined by the local community & in most cases are not likely to be finalised completely by April 2010, the anticipated implementation date. 

· Service Responsibility – “Bottom Up” delivery practices & procedures will be encouraged providing a clear opportunity for local councils & other stakeholders to help shape the nature of services locally. 
· Access To Services – Each of 28 Hub Towns will have an Access / Drop In Centre, similar to WDBC’s “One Stop Shop” in St James St, Okehampton. (Note:- WDBC also have regular outreach surgeries in the towns & main villages, such as North Tawton)
· Fallback Position – if a CB is not able to be established for any particular hub town and CB area then in all probability the Unitary Authority would rely on its local Unitary Authority Members to fulfil a similar remit, so that area will be serviced. 

· Community Forum – the Devon Heartlands Community Forum is the sort of supporting/facilitating group for CB’s that is envisaged by DCC. 

Summary of the points raised during the debate is as follows:-

Point Raised
Feedback Given

Why is there need for a Unitary Devon? Is it an expensive waste of time & effort.
The Boundary Committee has been asked by the Government to report on proposal for a “Unitary Devon”. It was triggered as a consequence of Exeter’s failed bid for Unitary Authority status. 

It was said that one could lobby the Secretary Of State at the end of the year, so that she is fully aware of the concern raised.

At a DAPC meeting the response from the Boundary Committee representative was that the Government thinks that a UA will be more efficient & cost effective.

The sheer size of the area covered by the UA will lead to confusion & loss of access to service providers, as evidenced by Emergency Services Control Centre centralisations.  
Each hub town will have an Access to Service Drop In Centre. 

CB will have local responsibilities.

Town & Parish Council status & statutory powers remain unaltered.

Loss of District (Borough Councillors) will result in a democratic deficit. 
The number of Unitary Councillors will be increased by approximately 50% to around 100, each representing on average 7,500 people. 

If Parish Councils have extra responsibilities this will require more money?
There will be no change to the statutory obligations that exist currently. There will be opportunities for Parish Councils to take on additional responsibilities from the UA for which an appropriate sum of money would be provided from the UA Budget. An example is a pilot project is underway in south Devon with a cluster of the Parish Councils taking on responsibility for verge maintenance.  This is a natural extension to Footpath Maintenance work which many Parishes already do.

What would the capability of the CB to influence & effect service delivery?
Through true partnership working & with greater local involvement it will be possible to encourage services providers to meet local priorities & give an equality of service. 

The Devon Towns Forum is fully supportive of the Devon Heartlands Community Forum model with its grassroots engagement, independent chair & Community Planning lead.
Community Forums could be included within potential pilot schemes. 

Are there comparable examples to learn from, that is in terms of geographic area & economics? 
There is no real comparable example, perhaps East Riding is the nearest. 

Comments & Observations From WDBC

· The Unitary Devon business will be responsible for an annual budget of around £1.5bn. This is equates to a sizeable multi-national business, yet no Business Plan exists. Is this a credible situation?

· Boundary Committee’s Affordability Tests are based on a standard model giving a broad brush approach only & is non-binding.

· There is a lack of definition re Community Boards, for example remit, membership etc & no information on how the services will be provided.

· DCC could have adopted a holistic approach by taking the opportunity to review the rationalisation of all services. 

· The Democratic Deficit is a real issue. If the Cornish example was followed then the number of UA Councillors should be around 150, which is too big to be effective, whilst the core decision making body will be just 10 members.

· Parish Councils & Councillors needed to re-imbursed fairly, how will this be done.

· The Status Quo option has been challenged & Government has said that it was a Boundary Committee decision to restrict the consultation range. They are open to the “Status Quo”.

· The UA option is a high risk strategy which could, if adopted, have a serious long term impact. It ignores the shared services approach adopted by districts, for example David Incoll as a shared CEO saving money. All the District / Borough Councils are high performing councils, therefore why take the risk  of changing what works. 

NOTE:- TAVI are holding a Question Time style meeting on Wed, 10th September, 7-9pm - The Alexander Centre, Tavistock to discuss the question “Do we need WDBC?” . All are welcome to attend. 

4.  Main Projects

4.1 Okehampton Mill

Devon Heartlands is on course to submit its costed proposals to WDBC by 17th September. The architects report is due for 12th September & two community groups have expressed an interest in using the community space allocated. This includes WREN. This will give a good occupancy base to work from to deliver a viable project. Whilst DARE are evaluating the Renewable Energy potential for the site including Biomass Boiler & Solar power.   

4.2 Dartmoor Railway

There is no formal update from ECT Group to report, however it is believed that an agreement with IOWA Rail Inc is very close & that meetings happening that day. 

Dartmoor Railway Volunteer Group is holding a meeting on Saturday 6th September at Fairplace Church, ALL are welcome.

Post Meeting Note:- Sale of Dartmoor Railway was agreed on 4th September.

4.3 Carnegie Rural Action Research Study

Carnegie UK Trust is making a presentation to Government in response to the Government recent white paper on Community Empowerment. They have asked to use the Devon Heartlands research as their rural case study. 

4.4 OCRA – Outreach Play Scheme

OCRA & its partners were congratulated on securing the Big Lottery Grant which will enable them to take games & equipment to around 10 villages. 

5.  REPORTS & FEEDBACK FROM MEETINGS

5.1 Senior Council for Devon
Okehampton Group is holding its next meeting being Tuesday 9th September in the Glen Community Centre. 

The Senior Council has a place on the Steering Committee of the Local Involvement Network (LINk) for Devon with launch events programmed across Devon. 

The Council is organising a consultation event focussing on “Dementia” in Barnstaple & will be holding an Information Fair at Okehampton Rugby Club on 16th October to publicise DCC,s Proposals foe The Ageing Population. 

5.2 Greater Dartmoor Local Action Group (LAG)

The meeting held at DNPA Parke in mid August discussed the impact of RDA decision to offer the LAG £1.8m only for its programme. This was a 55% cut compared with the proposal. It was agreed that we could not simple reduce all the budgets by 55% & that some detailed analysis was needed & that the Bid Team supplemented by key people were the best place to undertake this. There is a desire to maximise the use of match funding thus optimising the total overall funds available. This is to be presented to the RDA in a Delivery Plan

In addition Devon Renaissance were to submit the options for providing the secretariat for the fund, by sharing with other LAG Groups in Devon. It was agreed that South Hams District Council will be the Accountable Body, which they will do for the south Devon LAG too, thus offering some savings.

The RDA are planning a launch event on 24th September but are unlikely to formally contract with our LAG until the end of October. 

5.3 Devon Towns Forum

5.1 Forum members were reminded to look at the DTF and Devon Heartlands websites for information about training and events. DTF website currently has details of a wide range of training being offered by the Community Council of Devon. More information available at www.devontownsforum.org.uk 

7.  AOB

7.1 Problem Neighbours

There is a useful reference website www.problemneighbours.co.uk which provides information & articles on various issues under the following topics:-

· Being A Good Neighbour

· Neighbour Issues

· Resolving Issues

· Respecting Neighbours

· Rights

· Taking Actions

· Who to Contact

7.2 Sticklepath 

The Parish Council has raised with WDBC the poor standard of service being received in respect of “grass-cutting”, which has not improved. 

7.3 Okehampton Town Council

The Forum thanked the Town Council for providing the meeting facilities for the Forum, whilst the Ockment Centre was being refurbished.

8.  Date of Next Meeting


Wed 1st October 2008   2.00 p.m. to 4.00pm at the Ockment Centre, North Street, Okehampton. 

