NOTES of the DEVON HEARTLANDS COMMUNITY FORUM - Meeting No.31

– Wednesday 1st April 2009 at Ockment Centre, Okehampton

1.Present:- PC Jonathan Ludwig; David Cushing; Graham Isom; Kerry Hickman; Derek Webber; John Young; Bob Dunnett; Paul Delahoy; Ann Crawford; Val Cushing; Hyder Pirwany; Nick Morgan; Steve Blood; Christine Marsh; Chris Kirwin; Robert Plumb; Kay Bickley; Philip Wagstaff; & Ewen Rae. 
Apologies:- Peter Williams; Peter Woodgate; Kay Northcott; Geoff Gill; Jill Gill; Steve Blood; Angela Rose; Ken Crawford; David Weeks;

2.  Matters Arising from Meeting No.29 held in February 2009

2.1   Rural Fuel Price Impact 
We have written to the Chair of the Devon Branch of the Federation of Small Businesses enquiring about their position. We will feed back their response when received.

2.2    Linking with Room 13 – Young People

Kerry Hickman – Area Youth Worker accepted the invitation to talk to the Forum about Room 13 & young people.

Room 13 is open 7-days a week, with week-end staff being supported by a grant from Okehampton United Charity. The Saturday is an open house for all, whilst Sunday is a special day for the small group who do not have a stable family environment. 

The services are focused upon supporting the most vulnerable youngsters, but provides a meeting place & activities for all young people such as theatre group, pool table, internet & homework club. The Services / Advice provided by the Room 13 professionals include Sexual Health; TAG; Support in dealing with issues at home & school , conflict, anger management, offending behaviour, careers and training, pre- offending behaviour, relationships, confidence building, achievement, etc ; we also run a young women’s project, junior work, young parents group, young carers and general clubs on Tuesday, Friday and Saturdays. . Room 13 does not give spiritual advice. This gap is filled by the local churches who provide a positive influence.

Young People would welcome the opportunity to participate in consultation activities, but the formal structure of the Forum would not be the right environment. Kerry would be pleased to facilitate meetings / discussions with young people. For example Angela Rose – LINk Co-ordinator met with young people to discuss health issues, who provided frank & informative feedback on the services & their specific experiences. 

It was proposed during discussions that the Forum refreshes its invitation to Okehampton College to send 2 senior students to participate in the Forum. It will help with their "civics" agenda & provide direct feedback to the Forum from young people.

Kerry can be contacted at Room 13, St James Street, Okehampton or by telephone 55544 or e-mail kerry.hickman@devon.gov.uk 

2.3   Okehampton Castle – Local Senior Citizen Admission 
We have written to English Heritage. We will feed back their response when received. The Okehampton Deer Park Group has asked its English Heritage representative to follow up.

2.4    Proposed Closure of the Army Loop Road 

Our comments have been acknowledge & will be considered during their review following the consultation & will feedback the outcome to us. 

It is understood that they have had over 500 responses, including Okehampton Hamlet, Town Council, the Senior Council & Okehampton Deer Park Group. The indications are that they are willing to amend their proposals to reflect issues raised. Most people would be satisfied if the maintenance covered simply filling in pot-holes. 

2.5   Okement Rivers Confluence Project

The project to provide access & celebrate the confluence of the two Okement Rivers was outlined at the Forums. It would include an observation area, secure fencing plus a seating area. The ORIG Newsletter & pictures of the proposed seating / tables were circulated around forum, who gave the project & proposed furniture their full support. 

A variety of questions & comments from the Forum members including:-

· The Observation area would provide an opportunity for locals & visitors to see wildlife, including an otter who visits the confluence from the East Okement. 

· The re-development in Oaklands Drive will not adversely affect the site with an “exclusion” zone along the northern bank of West Ockment. 

· The Local Neighbourhood Beat Officer said that the project would be an asset & discourage anti-social behaviour.

The Forum congratulated ORIG on this interesting project & wished them all the best for the future.

2.6    Sustainable Communities Act

Following the discussions at the March Forum the comments & feedback given have been well received & processed through the West Devon Local Strategic Partnership. 

2.7    Okehampton Hospital

WBBC’s Overview & Scrutiny Committee met with the DPCT Cluster Manager for the area on the 24th March. The Committee had hoped that she would be able to address our concerns about various issues as to services carried out at Okehampton Hospital. To try to be fair to her, we asked for member’s questions and they were forwarded to her well in advance. It was very disappointing that when she came she advised us that some of the questions were not within her remit. I would have thought she could have found out the answers, but she chose not to do so. 

However, we were very challenging and made it clear that we considered Okehampton Hospital was not being supported by the PCT. With strong reference to the fact that Okehampton Hospital could provide residents with many more services than are provided at present. The Cluster Manager gave assurance that she would take our views back to the executive and these would be considered through the “Way Ahead” process. As a committee we shall be pursuing the issues through other channels in the forthcoming months.

3. Community Issues Raised and Feed- Back
3.1 West Devon LSP – Economic Action Plan Update
The Update for the end of year 2 of this 3-year plan was reviewed focusing on elements that directly relate to the Devon Heartlands area. This included:-

· Business Premises at Okehampton Exeter Road & Opportunity Okehampton

· Managed disposal of the Old Mill site in Okehampton

· West Devon Food Fortnight 2009, which will be in September & include a major event in Hatherleigh.

· Support to Tourism – via Dartmoor Partnership (marketing organisation); Tourist information Centres; It was noted that 3 new Leaflets will be available for Okehampton – Okehampton Leaflet; Town Trail; & Old Town Park Leaflet, all of which have been supported by WDBC.

· Support to Community Plans & Access to Services – this included support for delivery of projects in our Community Action Plan, with DH CDT receiving a grant for 2009/10; Parish Plans – Hamlets & S Tawton. Plus Gtr Dartmoor LEAF.

Comments will be fed back through the West Devon Joint Partnership. 

3.2   European Elections Open Forum

The Churches Together felt that they did not have the capacity to co-ordinate this event, so it was agreed that Devon Heartlands would do it. It would be a Question Time style event with an independent chair (Philip Wagstaff) to be held on Thursday 21st May ideally in the Charter Hall. 

Post Meeting Note:- Charter Hall is not available so we have booked the main hall

 at the Ockment Centre.

3.3 Boundary Committee – Devon 

The latest Summary issued by the Boundary Committee in March 2009 is seeking responses by 14th May on two draft proposals that is:-

· A Devon Unitary Authority comprising the existing county of Devon with no changes to Plymouth & Torbay

· An Exeter & Exmouth Unitary Authority and a Unitary Authority covering the rest of Devon with no changes to Plymouth & Torbay

The Forum felt that it is important that people respond to the draft Proposals. 

In response to questions from the Forum it is understood that Devon County Council have been working on the impact of the second proposal that is with an Exeter & Exmouth Unitary Authority. This is one area, which the Forum has not discussed previously.

4.   Main Projects Update

4.1   Dartmoor Railway

The Okehampton – Meldon Service will commence on Good Friday operating week-ends only initially. It will use the Thumper Unit which the volunteers have renovated brilliantly. It passed trial runs. See the new Dartmoor Railway website www.dartmoor-railway.co.uk for timetable & other details.

The Yeoford Interchange is on course for an opening on 23rd May subject to continuing to meet Rail Inspectorate & Network Rail requirements. This will provide a week-end service connecting with the existing Tarka Line services. The last train will leave Yeoford at approximately 10 p.m. 

The station buffet is working well currently open Friday to Sunday but it is planned to recruit more staff to extend the opening days. The Meldon Buffet will be open in May when a clean water supply is restored & passes the quality tests. 

The Model shop is now fully operational restoring another facility that was lost in 2008. 

The Volunteers & Friends have amalgamated & form the Dartmoor Railway Supporters Association. 

4.2    Okehampton Learning Resource Centre

We have met with Okehampton College to confirm that their requirements for Catering; Beauty & Hairdressing remain the same. This they did & made several suggestions about refining the lay-out. 

Applications for grants for the Development Phase are being processed. This Phase will produce detailed design drawing; minimise risk through full site surveys & provided detailed costings. Draft Application to the Gtr Dartmoor LEAF has been constructively commented upon by Devon Renaissance whilst OUC has expressed difficulties in supporting this phase. We need to discuss further. 

The Asset Transfer Unit has been in contact with WDBC (Robert Plumb) offering some technical support & identifying potential funding stream.

4.3  North Tawton Park Enhancement

The project has passed Stage 1 of the Community Spaces Funding Process It has been invited to make a full application supported by a facilitator & subject to satisfying some reservations including

· Transfer of the applicant to the Frank Gibbings Memorial Park Trustees

· Planning Approval Letter 

· More Community Consultation required.

Nick Morgan has resolved the first two already in conjunction with the Park Trustees & WDBC Planners.

Stage 2 process is competitive with 6 organisations in the South West invited to submit applications with 4 grants to be made. 

5.   Updates and Feedback from Meetings

5.1   Senior Council – Okehampton 

The Council has been invited by the Guinness Trust to provide 2 members to participate in the development of services for the new residential care centre on the old Hospital site. 

A meeting focusing on Disability Accesses has been held. This will be followed up by an access survey in Okehampton town centre.

5.2   West Devon Local Strategic Partnership Theme Groups

5.2.1 Housing Strategy
A) The following key points were highlighted from the attached Report:-

Economic Situation

· Homelessness cases up by 22%

· House Re-possession claims up 25%

· Housing Register up 20% tp 1.912 

· 45% of households in West Devon have an income less than £20,000

Main Impact not yet hit the homelessness & housing register figures

Affordable Housing

· Projected need in future is 354 new houses pa

· New Affordable Homes delivered in 2008/9 is 126, down 25 on planned. These a carried forward into 2009/10 figure of 173 with a further 100 planned for 2010/11. This is based on actual known build programmes.

Devon Home Choice

· New computer based choice letting scheme to become operative in late 2009. 

· Main benefit a weekly opportunity. 

Housing Advice Services

· The surgery scheme run at Tavistock College will be extended to Okehampton College

· Mortgage Repayment Advice – is available 

· Housing Benefits Officer – to be a dedicated person (shared with S Hams)

Gypsy & Traveller Sites

· Priority action for 2009/10

· A30 Corridor the focus for sites. 

B) Comments From the Forum

Housing Benefits Officer

· Much needed consistent advice & guidance, there have been problems for people in the Okehampton. 

· Must be able to do home-visits as a number of the most vulnerable people will have great difficulty in travelling, especially to Tavistock. 

Housing Benefit Payments direct to Tenants

· Government initiative to pay to the tenant & not the landlord

· In theory this is a good idea but in practice is compounding the problem.

· Some of the most needed cases do not have the financial awareness to manage their finances spending the benefit as soon as it is received & before the payment to the landlord is due. Consequence cannot pay the rent, landlord takes eviction measures & the person / family become homeless.

· This scenario is putting off private landlords accepting clients on benefits ultimately excluding the most disadvantaged people.

· This scheme is adding to the problem.

5.2.2 Environmental 

Time pressures meant that these meetings were not discussed but summary notes of both meetings are attached. 

5.3   Devon Consortium Conference

This conference provided an opportunity for the Statutory Agencies to outline their support for the Voluntary & Community organisations (alias the “Third Sector”). They were unable to provide certainty in respect of long-term future support & preferred to operate through umbrella organisations as opposed to those at the grassroots local level. Often this meant that little filtered down to the grassroots organisations.

5.4   SW Market Towns Network Conference

Devon Heartlands Community Forum was one of 4 workshops. It was lead by Paul Delahoy & Trevor Cherrett (Carnegie Consultant) with both sessions very well attended. 

It was the first major event put on by the network & was an excellent opportunity to meet like minded people & organisations

6. A.O.B.  

6.1 Graffiti

During the discussions there were two incidents of graffiti raised at Meldon & Ockment Centre. This problem needs to be addressed before it becomes a major issue.

7. Date of Next Meeting – Wednesday  6th May – Ockment Centre, Okehampton 2 – 4 p.m.
