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Towns left to foot the bill

Where businesses are being looked after, local councils are being largely left to their own
devices. We look at how the towns are coping….
Businesses have been given grants and loans. Some (though sadly not enough) selfemployed people have received the promise of help, and employees should benefit
from the furlough scheme. But what about our local councils? Government in
Westminster has withdrawn large amounts of funding from district and county
councils over the past 10 years. Inevitably the town council, whose spending and fundraising is not subject to caps, is taking on an increasingly heavy burden when it comes
to providing local services.
Cash-strapped councils
And these councils seem to be getting almost no help from central government. In
Mendip, town councils are due to receive their share of precept (that’s the council
tax levied by the towns and parishes) in one payment. It is usually paid twice a year so
this should certainly help with cashflow. That’s a good short-term measure, but it
won’t make the town hall cash pile any larger!
You might be wondering whether or not the activities of a town council should really
be hit by the COVID 19 lockdown. And that’s a reasonable enough question. The
problem is that, increasingly, town councils are stepping in to save community assets.
They may end up with a fancy hall to hire out, running or at least supporting an
entertainment venue, Frome’s Cheese and Grain being a fine example; (see page 14)
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Still something completely (well a
little bit) different by the editor
This edition of The Leveller® is going to be a real hotch potch
once again I’m afraid! We felt we had a duty to produce a hard
copy edition for our readers who either do not have access to
the internet or find reading online difficult or unsatisfactory.
And so once again we are presenting a mix of essential
information and sources of help during the pandemic, with our
regular news mix.
As we went to press, government were about to announce
possible changes to the lock down. But whatever the changes,
we think the information we have here will be useful and help
you in the weeks ahead. We will of course return to normal
(whatever that means) once the crisis has passed.

Advertisers in this edition
Many of our advertisers have supported us through this crisis
and we are very grateful for their support.
However not every business you’ll find in these pages is able
to trade in the current circumstances. Please use discretion
and common sense. If an ad appears here and it is not for
something you can use right now, please don’t hassle them to
provide a service that you know they cannot.
Appreciate the support they have given us (believe me we
really appreciate it) and as soon as the crisis passes, make a
point of using their services.
We need to rebuild our local economy and the only way to do
that is by buying locally! For what we hope our obvious
reasons, we have suspended our business directory this month
Thank you.

Next issue dates: Copy deadline 29th May Publication date 15th June
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Letters to the Editor
Dear Sir
The South Somerset Housing Fiasco
The housing problems in South Somerset go back to the
2006 – 2028 Local Plan submission of 2013 which was
rejected by the inspector.
The then Lib / Dem management decided on the housing
numbers over the plan period. They ignored the fact that the
economy of South Somerset supports and builds about 600
new dwellings per year, to build more the district needs in
excess of three million of inward investment each year.
Instead they relied on the predictions of the unelected and
now disbanded South West Regional Development Agency,
and a wild assumption that there would be mass migration
from the SE of England to the SW. Resulting in a figure of
725 dwellings a year in the plan, which would require inward
investment to comply. The outcome is there for all to see,
the council has only twice in ten years reached its target, and
now has a backlog of thousands hanging round its neck.
A Planning Authority, has to show it has a five year housing
land supply, plus a buffer. In the case of SSDC because of
their persistent under delivery the buffer is 20%. That is
Housing land readily available for 725 x 5 years houses, plus
the backlog since 2006, and the 20% buffer, a total of over
6,000 dwellings. Resulting in a raft of developers exposing
that failure in order to make a handsome profit on
unsustainable housing in the rural areas.
There is no longer a Local Plan, and a planning department
reduced by economic savings to a level where staff are unable
to provide an appropriate service to the community.
The elephant in the room, which the council management
seems unable address, is the town of Yeovil, which has had
preferential planning treatment, and vast financial incentives
yet has failed to deliver. The Yeovil economy has not grown
as required, and as a result there is a complete failure to
meet the housing numbers required to justify the local plan
figures.
The years of failure by this one town has resulted in the slow
destruction of the rural heartland of South Somerset. The
vague promise of jam tomorrow will not bring in to balance a
planning nightmare, as the present policy makers seem unable
to see the problem, let alone rectify it.
The present revue of the local plan is a “Same as before”
solution which takes us further down the road to destruction
and has to be stopped. The Local Plan is not a proper plan,
with well managed planning solutions, only a cover up of
planning failures, and the total lack of provision for
sustainable rural communities.
Colin Winder
Wincanton

3

Dear Editor
I fully support the measures in place to help us overcome the
Coronavirus and the devastating effects of Covid-19. I do get
that in order to protect ourselves and others we must
consider the impact of our actions, particularly when it
comes to social distancing and self-isolation. On a personal
level I have been going to great lengths to protect myself; I
am not quite ready to meet my maker just yet (despite having
purchased my own coffin some years ago, which now
languishes in my garage), at least while I still have money in
the bank and plenty of wine to consume. However, enforced
time spent at home, for which I will be eternally grateful, has
given me pause for thought.
We are told that we should only leave our homes or shop
for ‘essential’ items. What though do we mean by ‘essential’?
At its most basic level, ‘essential’ means having access to
food, water, warmth, shelter and rest. Much depends upon
where in the social hierarchy we find ourselves. For those on
the breadline the top priority will be keeping a roof over
their heads and food in the bellies of their families. I spend a
great deal of time supporting some of our most vulnerable
people and ‘essential’ may have an altogether different
meaning for them. Whatever the rights and wrongs of their
situation, a daily fix is absolutely ‘essential’ for alcoholics and
drug addicts.
In the last month we have all seen our lives turned upside
down, and the physical and mental impact of lockdown on
those confined to home, often with reduced levels a of
income, cannot be underestimated. Whilst daily basics such as
bread and milk (and toilet paper!) are easy to view as
‘essential’, it is often those little luxuries in life, the nonessentials, that can bring some joy into an otherwise nerveracking situation. For many, time spent in the garden whilst
the weather remains relatively dry and sunny, can be really
uplifting, as can the opportunity to spend time at home
carrying out those chores we are usually too busy to tackle,
or the chance to chill out in front of the TV with a glass of
wine and a sneaky bar of chocolate.
I would argue that the ability to indulge in these non-essential
activities is actually ‘essential’ for our well-being and I worry
about some of the enforcement activity that has taken place.
It is understandable that many of our stores, bars,
restaurants, hotels and leisure facilities need to be off limits at
present but there must be ways in which we can allow people
to spend their enforced isolation in a manner that will
support their mental and physical well-being, whilst at the
same time helping to prop up the economy; be it pot plants,
pots of paint, or even that bar of chocolate and a good book.
Linda Piggott-Vijeh
Combe St. Nicholas
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Dear Editor
These are very strange times for all of us and we must take
the time to look after each other, our family and neighbours. I
would like to take this opportunity to thank our NHS staff
who are doing an amazing job and to thank all of the key
workers that are working hard for everyone in our
community. Our ammenaties staff are still working hard to
keep our town clean and tidy, they are working at a safe
distance from each other and the rest of the public.
It has been an honour for me to be working closely with the
Chard Covid support group that is working in partnership
with Chard Town Council and Chards British Legion to help
and support our town and villages. The support group
delivered 311 prescriptions last week and have in total
delivered nearly 1,500 prescriptions since the start of
lockdown. We have set up a new Phone buddy system to
support some of the most vulnerable people in our
community and we also have volunteers helping to create lists
of activities for people to help keep them busy at home.
The group offer local Food Delivery to keep people out of
supermarket queues and at home safely, the Lords Larder are
also involved in this scheme so that we can make sure no one
goes without food. Can i please urge people to use this
voluntary service to keep more people at home and safe. The
group can be contacted on 01460 239567 Monday to Friday
8am until 5pm.
It has been great to see how our local business have stepped
up and helped during this pandemic, Numatic have re-tooled
their production line to produce face masks for the NHS.
Oscar Mayer has supplied over 6,000 meals to support the
most vulnerable within our district, Tesco and Sainsbury’s are
donating unsold food to the lords larder and also to our new
community kitchen which will be cooking hot meals for those
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that need them within the local area. Tesco donated all of
there unsold Easter eggs to various key working staff in and
around Chard and i am sure there are many more business
doing what they can.
It has been a roller coaster over the last few weeks and there
have been many obstacles to overcome. We make sure that
we are doing our best to supply everyone in our town. We
were humbled to offer help to a homeless gentleman last
week to find accommodation and food so that he was no
longer sleeping on the streets.
I have always been proud of our town and the amazing
community spirit that we have and am proud of they way
everyone is supporting each other in these difficult times.
Please look after yourselves, your family, friends, neighbours
and continue to follow the Government advice, I am sure that
we will come through this stronger as a community, I will do
my best to make sure we can celebrate as a town in some
way once it is safe to do so
Regards
Cllr Jason Baker
Holyrood Ward, Chard, Area West Chairman
Dear Sir
Risk of Particulates in Hinkley mud
Recent news of a boat seen drifting downstream on the River
Parrett with occupants operating surveying equipment, at
some point standing in the mud up to their waists, caused
people to call out the Coastguard.
What could they be doing? Could it be connected to work
at Hinkley Point C (HPC)? Routine mud samples are taken
twice a year from the surface silts along the Somerset
Coastline and upstream on the Parrett. This is a requirement
of the Environment Agency that environmental monitoring is
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Letters to the Editor
carried out around the Hinkley Point nuclear power stations.
We know that if radioactive waste particles in the silts are
liberated into the air, they can travel on the wind over land, so
surface silts give an indication of the level of radioactive
contaminants being released into the environment.
Historically, radioactive waste was released in higher levels by
Hinkley A and it is believed that these nuclides reside locked
in the deeper layers of mud along the estuary. The process of
disturbing the mud that building water intakes for HPC has
caused (and already carried out), has the potential of releasing
the locked-in radioactive particles into the environment
locally.
It is EDF’s aim to dredge a further 780,000t of mud to
significant depths and take it over to Cardiff Bay and dump it
along the Welsh coast. The Welsh and Somerset public are
concerned as it is clear that inadequate analysis of the mud
samples has been made to date and until good profile analysis
at depth of the mud sediments is made, the public cannot be
assured that the mud will not be liberating historic radiation
along the Severn Estuary and beyond.
Currently, EDF have applied to test silt samples prior to this
second mud dump, but the level of testing would not reveal
the true hazard that is to date locked deep in the silt layers. If
the testing is not to a sufficient standard, how can local
residents be sure they are not going to be breathing
radioactive particles as an alternative to the C-19 virus
particles that we are currently all trying to avoid?
So who were the people wading in the mud?
And do they know the potential risk they are exposing
themselves to?
Jo Smoldon
Bridgwater
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Letters to the Editor
Dear Editor
Charity Theatre Trips
Contacts: coxtheatretrips@btinternet.com,
www.theatretrips.webeden.co.uk ; 01458 273085
Bristol Hippodrome closed on Monday 16th March to try to
reduce/slow the spread of the virus. When it will re-open
depends on government advice. As we pass each show date
we should receive a full refund of our ticket payments as long
as ATG (the booking agency) stays solvent.
I am still taking bookings on the assumption that shows later
this year will go ahead.
2020 planned trips are Mon 8 Jun Mamma Mia; Wed 3 Sep
Dreamgirls; Fri 30 Oct Barber of Seville (W.N.O.); Tue 3 Nov
Strictly Ballroom
In 2021: Tue 16 Feb The Commitments; Tue 23 Feb Matthew
Bourne's Nutcracker; Wed 31 Mar Il Trovatore (W.N.O.);
Tue 20 Jul School of Rock (based on the film with extra music
by Lloyd-Webber).
We also are expecting The Phantom of the Opera sometime
in 2021.
Two other trips will run if the theatre is open and there is
enough demand; This August to Sunny Afternoon, featuring
The Kinks music and Jan 2021 a Sunday matinee of the Snow
White pantomime.
Details at https://www.atgtickets.com/venues/bristolhippodrome/ or of course via Miss Google. Contact me if
interested in either of these.
Prices include transport. We currently arrange pick-ups in
Curry Rivel, Langport & Somerton, and then either Keinton
Mandeville & Shepton Mallet OR Street & Wells.
Chris Cox
Somerton
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COVID 19 News, Help and support

COVID-19 Support Groups and
information
We have pulled together all of the community support
groups we’ve been made aware of across the county. Quite a
few of them require online access to find them. There are
others too so don’t despair if you don’t have internet access.
Some of the other sources of help are included in the pages
that follow from council phone contacts to helplines. So
please read on:
Facebook groups
These group pages contain full details of how to volunteer,
how to get help and more live information on what each
group is up to.
Langport Community Help - Coronavirus
Coronavirus Community Help Taunton
Coronavirus Community Help Bridgwater
Glastonbury Corona Virus Support Network
Coronavirus Community Help West Somerset
Shepton Mallet Coronavirus Volunteers
Coronavirus Community Help South Somerset
Ilminster Covid 19 Mutual Aid
Bruton
Bruton Town Council are relaunching our “Bruton Buddies”
volunteer scheme to stop ‘social distancing’ turning into
social isolation, and will help to secure training to keep
helpers and their neighbours safe. Volunteers have already
come forward who are willing to look out for neighbours
who may not have relatives nearby, maintain phone contact,
and help deliver food and other supplies to those who have
no other support. Please email
health@brutontowncouncil.gov.uk, or phone 01749 813014,
if you too would like to join these efforts.
Curry Rivel
Curry Rivel Support Group are also doing something similar
having leaflets delivered around the village and a small army of
volunteers ready to help. If you are reading this and think that
you want to add your name to the list of volunteers, please
email us at help@curryrivel.org.uk The group is being coordinated by Steve Allinson Email steve@allinsonlaw.com
Frome
Frome Town Council leafletted the whole town to get the
message to residents that they could get help if they needed
it. They have organised a roster of volunteers under the
banner “Frome Covid Mutual Aid” to get together enough
volunteers to help those self-isolating in the town.
Langport
Langport cares is a scheme run jointly with the Rev Jess
Pitman and the Langport Town Council. Offering support and
help for residents of Langport and Huish Episcopi the service
is run with volunteers through a confidential line. Call 01458
251881 or email jessicapitman@aol.com
Somerton
Somerton Community Lifeline is an initiative to gather an
army of volunteers to help those in need. Six local telephone
numbers, manned by the local churches, will take requests for
picking up shopping or prescriptions and will pass details to
the co-ordinator, Mo Fletcher. Mo will allocate a volunteer
who will have an ID badge. There will be a password system
to identify your volunteer. So far over 50 people have
registered as volunteers. Mo can be contacted by email at
fletcher080@btinternet.com or 07718 920 198
South Petherton
In South Petherton every household in the village received an
information sheet delivered by volunteers – hands washed
and distances kept – to tell them about a new service for

their community. Anyone who wants help, just ASK! says the
team: visit our website: www.pethertonsupport.co.uk or if
you have no internet access call 01460 510022.
Wells
A group of organisations from the City Council to
Neighbourhood Watch and most stops in between have got
together a volunteer service to help the vulnerable. To get
help from them please contact 01749 467079. Or
helpwells.co.uk To volunteer go to the Wells City Council
website (Wells.gov.uk) and follow the links on the front page.
Police help
It’s also worth noting that Police & Crime Commissioner, Sue
Mountstevens, is producing a daily blog to update local
people – blogs can be found at www.avonandsomersetpcc.gov.uk/News-and-Events/Coronavirus-Covid-19.aspx

A Message to the People of
Somerset from Sue Mounstevens
(Police and Crime Commissioner)
At the beginning of the year, many of us would not have
anticipated the situation we know found ourselves in. While
we do not know for certain what the coming months look
like, we do know that we will have to continue to adjust to
changes and restrictions that will impact our everyday lives.
The last few weeks have been tough; to many, it must feel like
time has come to a standstill and I cannot even image how
relentless it must feel to those who do not have their own
garden or those who have to keep young children entertained.
We are all going to face our individual challenges. Like
everyone, I have ups and downs. There are moments when I
feel like I have established some kind of routine in this strange
new world and there are other times when I feel frustrated,
anxious, worried and fearful about the current situation and
what it means for the future.
I want to thank each and every one of you for the strength
and resilience you have shown so far. Please be in no doubt
that by following the Government’s regulations and advice you
have lessened the impact on the NHS and have helped saved
lives. Please take courage from the heroic efforts you have
displayed so far. If you have any coronavirus and policing
concerns you would like to raise with me, please do so via
social media (@AandSPCC) or via email:
pcc@avonandsomerset.police.uk
With ongoing restrictions in place, it is more important than
ever that we acknowledge that lockdown will have more of a
detrimental impact on some more than others.
For example, it might mean living at home with an abusive
partner, being confined indoors with a perpetrator and being
even more isolated from loved ones. Despite these times of
uncertainty, I want you to know that if you are a victim, we
still want you to come forward, seek help and be heard.
Being at home shouldn’t mean being at risk and I cannot stress
enough that help is still out there. Our locally commissioned
victim services have been working around the clock to adapt
and find new ways of supporting victims. For anyone who is
dealing with domestic abuse or anyone who is concerned for a
loved one or neighbour, please visit my website for further
details. You are not alone.
Finally, I want to say a massive thank you to all the heroes on
the frontline of our public and emergency services as well as
to our key workers who are doing a fantastic job. We need
you now more than ever and please be assured that your hard
work is truly recognised
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Somerset to recycle again
Somerset Waste Partnership (SWP) took the decision in
March to close all of its household waste recycling centres.
The decision was taken they say because the large number of
users was making it impossible to police the government’s
“social distancing” measures.
That has been constantly under review ever since. However as
we went to press plans were afoot to bring the service back.
SWP told us that the recycling centres would open with effect
from Monday 11th May.
This of course is a movable feast. As you read this that date
will have passed. The opening and continued use of recycling
centres depends entirely on being able to create safe working
conditions and adequate social distancing for those using the
site.
That requires your help and consideration. Staff and members
of the public need to be able to use the facility safely and if
that proves not to be the case, SWP would have to consider
closing the centres again. It is very much in your hands!
SWP is warning would-be visitors to expect big queues and
long waits as access is limited to ‘one in, one out’ and the
number of unloading bays is reduced. Measures to control
traffic will be in place.
However note not all sites are reopening, for instance the
centre at Somerton is not yet due to open. The recycling sites
opening on 11 May are: Bridgwater (Saltlands) Chard,
Dulverton, Frome, Highbridge, Priorswood (Taunton), Street,
Wellington (Poole), Wells (Dulcote), Williton and Yeovil.
The remaining five sites - Cheddar, Crewkerne, Castle Cary
(Dimmer), Minehead and Somerton - are expected to reopen
from Tuesday 26 May and operate on the temporary opening
hours.
For those sites that are due to open there will also be
significant restrictions on what you can take you the recycling
centres:
● Rubbish – material you would usually put in your black
rubbish bin, excess black bags not taken by kerbside
collections, and bulky items like furniture
● Green waste – garden waste such as grass cuttings, leaves,
hedge trimmings
● Large household electrical items – white goods, cookers
TVs etc
● Hazardous household chemicals such as pesticides, weed
killers & insecticides
That means no cardboard, food and drink cans, paper, food
waste, plastic bottles, glass bottles and jars.
This information was up to date as we went to press, but
please do check in with them as decisions are changing all the
time: https://www.somersetwaste.gov.uk/coronavirus/

Citizens Advice Films
As you’ll be aware by now Citizens Advice in Somerset have
had to shut their offices to comply with social distancing
regulations. However bearing in mind the great concern many
local people have about using the benefits system they have
prepared 2 short films to help. The films are on their website
(link below) and explain a whole range of benefits and
employment matters.
Worried about money, don’t understand the benefits system?
Got some questions about your job and your employment
during Covid-19 ?
Here’s where to go (but don’t forget you can still call or get in
touch online - see page 9 for details):
citizensadvicesouthsomerset.org.uk/coronavirus-covid-19advice-videos/
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Citizens Advice
In a joint statement from Citizens Advice Mendip,
Sedgemoor, West Somerset, Taunton and South
Somerset have responded to the Public Health
guidance on Coronavirus.
“We are very aware that over 50% of Citizens Advice in Somerset
clients have health conditions and/or disabilities. Between our 5
organisations we helped over 20,000 clients last year. For this
reason we must exercise extreme care in minimising the risk of
infection for our clients and for our staff and volunteers.
We have taken the difficult decision to close our face to face
services (including outreach) whilst also increasing capacity on our
phones and email services. Please be assured that this decision has
not been taken lightly.
The advice by phone service in Somerset is very well established and
part of our general offer. All our systems are in place for a team
of home based and office based advisers.
Clients can visit our respective websites for full details of their
options or clients can call Adviceline: 03444 889 623”
Each local Citizens Advice centre will appoint a daily lead
responsible for dealing with clients in crisis and we will continue to
make the Local Assistance Scheme available to those in crisis (Fuel,
food, essential items). We will maintain close contact with local
foodbanks and work with them to address any challenges as they
arise.
Websites
Mendip:
https://www.citizensadvicemendip.org.uk/
Sedgemoor:
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/local/sedgemoor/
Taunton:
https://citizensadvicetaunton.org.uk/
West Somerset:
https://www.westsomersetadvice.org.uk/
South Somerset:
https://www.citizensadvicesouthsomerset.org.uk/

Sky Diary by Paul Adamson
Moon Phases
New Moon 22nd May
First Quarter 30th May
Full 5th June
Last quarter 13th June
Planets
Venus is still visible but now
moves towards the Sun and
disappears by the end of May
to reappear as a morning
Star during the middle of
June. The Gas giants Jupiter
and Saturn rise ever earlier
in the East and before
Midnight at the start of June.
Constellation
The Constellation of
Hercules is a faint one but
contains the finest Globular
Star cluster in the Northern
sky M13 which is visible as a
fuzzy patch to the unaided
eye (good in binoculars), this
lies left of the bright white

Star Vega and is well placed
around 11am this month.
Celestial Events
On May 24th looking North
West after sunset you can
see the Moon, Venus and
Mercury and on May 27th

The Somerset Day
15th May
Sunrise 5.22 am
Sunset 8.54 pm
15th June
Sunrise 4.57 am
Sunset 9.26 pm

Markets
by Hattie Bowler
Here once again is our small
directory of markets with the
where and when they are held.
And if you’d like us to add one
that you are aware of that we’ve
missed out - please do get in touch. At the time of writing all
these markets were going ahead as usual. Obviously be aware
that may change, but for now food outlets are allowed to
continue selling as before. But please observe the social
distancing advice as far as possible.
Barrington Producers Market: Village Hall, 4th Saturday of the
month 10am - 12 noon.
Bridgwater Castle Market: Fore Street Friday 9am-2pm
Castle Cary Market: Market Place, Tuesday 8.30am-2.00pm
Churchinford Village Market, Village Hall, 1st Saturday of the
month 10am-12noon
Drayton Market: Village Hall, 3rd Saturday of the month,
10am-12 noon
Frome Independent. High Street 1st Sunday March-December
Glastonbury Country Market:: Town Hall, Tues 9am-12.30pm
Glastonbury Farmers Market: Market Cross 4th Saturday of
the month 9am - 2pm
Hatch Beauchamp Produce Market: Village Hall 2nd Saturday
morning of the month
Langport produce market: Town Square, last Friday of the
month 10.0am to 2pm
Langport Country Market: All Saints Hall, Thursday 9.0011.00am
Langport Vintage Market: Town Square 10.00am-4,00pm 2nd
Saturday
Martock Farmers Market: 2nd Saturday 10am - 1pm North St.
North Curry: Village Hall, Greenway. 9.30am – 11.30am
monthly market on the first Saturday each month.
Shepton Mallet High Street. Sunday 10am-3pm
Somerton Country Market: Unicorn Skittle Alley, Saturday
9.00-12.00
Somerton Market, Market Square first Friday of the month
10.00am-12.30 pm
Street Country Market: United Reform Church Thursday
9.00-12.00
Street Market: High St/Farm Rd Thursday 9am - 4pm
Taunton Farmers Market: High Street, Thursdays 9am -3pm
Taunton “Pannier” Market, food and produce: High Street,
Fridays 9am-4.30pm
Taunton Craft Market: High Street, Saturday 9am-4.30pm
Wellington Farmers Market, High Street, alternate Saturdays
9-12.00noon
Wells Market, Market Place Wednesdays and Saturdays 9am4.00pm
Yeovil Market: Lower Middle Street, Tuesday, Friday 9am-3pm

http://www.somersetlevelsstargazers.co.uk/
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Public Notices
This page is for publication of notices by public bodies, including job applications for the public sector. Please note: a number of
District Councils require publication of a licensing notice

Somerset Care
….needs you!
As you read this, some parts of the economy are already
struggling, with businesses laying off staff. In many instances
this is a short-term measure to preserve cash and employees
will be hoping to be taken on again when things pick up.
If you find yourself suddenly unemployed or just temporarily
out of work, Somerset Care could well step in.
They have their own very real needs and that could include
offering work to those who need it.
About Somerset Care
Somerset Care is one of our county’s bigger providers of care
for the elderly, including those with dementia. They are a notfor-profit organisation that runs 27 care homes.
Their primary focus is minimising disruption to the care and
support of its elderly and vulnerable customers.
We need you
As the coronavirus (COVID-19) situation unfolds and other
people are laying off staff, they are moving in the opposite
direction, trying to recruit more.
To enable them to continue to deliver care and support
where it is needed most, they are looking to employ a bank of
temporary staff.
Could this help tide you over?
Find out more
To find out more about both paid and voluntary roles, please
register your details at:
www.somersetcare.co.uk/temporary-staff

Council meetings - or not
Nearly all councils have now cancelled regular meetings in the
light of government advice on dealing with the Covid 19 virus.
Which leaves the question, how do I get in touch with my
council. Most council staff are still on duty, but working from
home so in nearly all cases you should be able to contact the
council.
All councils are advising the public not to visit their offices
unless absolutely essential.
This month rather than details of meetings, we’ve posted
contact details for the main councils in our area.
Town Councils
Bridgwater Town Council 01278 427692
Bruton Town Council 01749 813014
townclerk@brutontowncouncil.gov.uk
Burnham on Sea & Highbridge Town Council 01278 788088
townclerk@burnham-highbridge-tc.gov.uk
Castle Carey Town Council (01963) 359631
town.clerk@castle-cary.co.uk
Chard Town Council 01460 239567
Crewkerne Town Council 01460 74001
Frome Town Council
Glastonbury Town Council 01458 831769
office@glastonbury.gov.uk
Ilminster Town Council 01460 52149
town.council@ilminster.gov.uk
Langport Town Council 01458 259700 office@langport.life
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Martock Town Council 01935 822891 or 07506 286382
clerk@martock-pc.gov.uk
Minehead Town Council 01643 707213
info@mineheadtowncouncil.co.uk
Shepton Mallet Town Council 01749 343984
Somerton Town Council 01458 272236
town.clerk@somertontowncouncil.gov.uk
Street Parish Council 01458 440588
Wellington Town Council 01823 662855
info@wellingtontowncouncil.co.uk
Wells City Council 01749 673091 townclerk@wells.gov.uk
Wincanton Town Council 01963 31693
info@wincantontowncouncil.co.uk
Yeovil Town Council 01935 382424 ytc@yeovil.gov.uk

District and County Councils contact details are as
follows:
To contact Mendip, South Somerset, Sedgemoor, Somerset
West & Taunton and Somerset County Councils, you now
only need one phone number to access all COVID 19 related
council services. This facility has just been put in place during
the COVID 19 pandemic. The number that you need is:

0300 790 6275

Local News

That Langport and Huish problem
If nothing else, the arrival of a pandemic has served to
illustrate the disparity of fortunes between Langport and
Huish Episcopi. We contacted both councils to ask how they
expected to cope with the pandemic and how it would hit
their finances. There was, to put it mildly, a difference of view
between them! This is what they had to say:
Langport Town Council
Town Council Chair Val Saunders told
us: Langport Town Council currently just
about manages within its precept. In postpandemic times the ability to provide more
support to the community, to identify and
pump-prime initiatives to support people,
business and groups, would be something
that ideally a forward-looking council like

Langport would want to do. Langport’s precept will not enable it to
act in this way.
Huish Episcopi Parish Council
Parish Clerk Lisa Newby explains: HEPC are fortunate in that
the financial impact of the virus so far is minimal. As the only
employee, I am business as usual. There are two maintenance
contractors, but both are able to conduct some
works that adhere to the social distancing policy of
the government so that is business as usual as well.
Currently, the precept that was set will be sufficient
for the budget agreed in January, with no unforeseen
expenditure. Clearly the COVID-19 situation is
unprecedented, and should the lockdown continue,
then it is difficult to say.

New gauge for Langport
The Leveller® understands that this year’s funding settlement
for the Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) will see money set
aside for the installation of a permanent flow gauge in the
River Parrett at Langport. Rivers in this country are typically
short, shallow and subject to substantial artificial disturbance.
So measuring the flow of water accurately to anticipate
flooding and co-ordinate with the use of pumping stations can
present a challenge. Essentially the more data you have from
around the catchment, the better quality information you
have. And that data is also important for managing flows
within a river catchment area.
Extra information
That, in turn, helps provide timely and accurate flood

Warnings. The River Parrett catchment currently has river
gauges installed at Chiselborough, Yeovil, Donyatt and Stathe.
Adding the Langport gauge will improve information to such
an extent that the SRA believe it will improve data and
measurement and the ability to manage warnings across
around 770 square kilometres. Getting better information
will allow for earlier and more flexible operation of key
control structures on the River Parrett, and the newly
enlarged River Sowy and King’s Sedgemoor Drain which take
excess water away from the Parrett catchment in times of
flood. As the SRA is going to increase the capacity of the
River Sowy even further in 2020, this Langport flow station
scheme seems timely.
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Etsome Terrace – at last
With apologies to our Somerton readers, we had meant to
cover this last month! Over a decade ago the former
Somerset County Council (SCC) Highways Depot at Etsome
Terrace, Somerton was sold to Somerton Town Council
(STC) by SCC. The idea was to provide for a community
building for the town. That should have been all good news.
It wasn’t.
What happened next was unedifying. Far from unifying the
community in a project to get a brand new hall, it split the
town in half. The Etsome Terrace and Edgar Hall were part of
a property transaction that lead to such vitriolic criticism that
most of the town councillors resigned en masse. A new
council had to be elected and an extended external audit
enquiry instigated into the workings of the old town council.
That enquiry alone ended up costing the town in excess of
£60,000. Council meetings degenerated into open warfare as
half the town backed the old town council and the other half
the new one.
In the end Somerton got a new community hall, The Edgar
Hall. That just left a problem with the land at Etsome Terrace
which by then had been sold on. The site remained dormant
for several years.
STC remained owner of the freehold for a plot immediately
behind the play area and achieved planning permission for
two bungalows - the intention being to sell the plots via
auction.
However, the owner of the Etsome Terrace site had a

All pumped out?
During the great floods of 2012-14, there was regular debate
and sometimes vociferous argument between the Environment
Agency (EA) and the public over the use of pumping stations.
These mostly Victorian buildings are scattered around the
Levels and can be switched on or off as occasion demands to
keep water levels managed when the banks of the Parrett,
Tone and their tributaries are overtopped.
Uncertain future
Well that debate, indeed the pumping stations themselves may
soon become a thing of the past. At the March meeting of the
Somerset Rivers Authority (SRA) David Jenkins (who chairs
the Wessex Regional Flood & Coastal Committee) told the
meeting “An issue of particular relevance I think in Somerset is the
20 pumping stations, which currently are or should be maintained
by the Environment Agency, coming to the end of their life. As I
understand it, as things stand, there is no central funding being
made available for those so I think we need to hear that clearly,
rather than avoid the issue, and say if that is going to be the case,
what if anything are we going to do about that?”
Emma Baker who heads up the EA in this part of the world
did not disagree. She explained “The issue we are debating is
what that comes with (the budget) in terms of revenue and David’s
point is absolutely right around what does that mean for our assets
that we operate, that we own, that we maintain, what does that
mean for maintenance as well, and it’s fair to say that is a live
debate at the moment.”
The SRA is currently chaired by Somerset County Councillor
David Hall. He acknowledged the problem and noted that “I
think we have a lot more work to do with Defra and with our
minister [Rebecca Pow]…”
All of which leaves us with quite a lot of loose ends to tie up.
The loss of the pumping stations would, I suspect, not be
popular on the Levels. For starters there is no real indication
as to what would replace them. For now all we can say is that
when we learn more, we’ll keep you posted.
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covenant preventing residential development on STC's sites.
The current owners of the that site have in turn planning
permission for several houses, plus a small supermarket
/convenience store.
However, STC also has a covenant that prevents commercial
use of the site. In addition STC retained ownership of school
drop off in the former depot site and responsibility for the
road within the estate.
To move things forward and sort out the empty sites, it was
finally agreed that the restrictive covenants would be released
by each party. STC agreed to sell the land remaining in their
ownership for a value of £300k, minus Planning Application
fees and associated legal fees to include the release of the
covenants. This should now, finally, be the end of a long and
painful saga. Dean Ruddle, Chairman of Somerton Town
Council certainly thinks so. He told us “this is a very positive
outcome for Somerton, in the successful sale of the dormant land
and in generating new property developments for Somerton, both
commercial and housing. The new development will generate
growth in the local economy and create and support local
employment.”

Update on Shires
We just wanted to let readers know that the petrol station in
Langport is now open Monday, Wednesday and Friday 6am –
11am only, to really support the key workers in the area. This
will be reviewed on Monday 7th May (just as we were going to
press – sorry!) and they urge customers to keep an eye out
on social media as any changes will be in the first instance be
posted there. They have an answerphone machine at work
with all updates on it and their number is 01458 252286 or an
email to carmela@shiresgarage.com is checked daily.

And Parish Councils Too
Councils at all levels of local government are working hard to
ensure there is an element of business as usual during this
difficult time. I was really pleased to see my local Parish
Council in Cheddon Fitzpaine take its part. The council have
moved quickly to schedule virtual meetings for the foreseeable
future.
The Parish Council pre-empted the lockdown and included the
virtual meeting links within the monthly newsletter at the
being of March. As it is hand delivered to every household
(and the details are published on their website) everyone
knew about the arrangements in good time.
Crunch Time
So…Monday 20th April had arrived, and it was time for the
first ever virtual Parish Council meeting. Would it work and
would the participants and members of the public be able to
login without issue?
Apparently so.
As I join the meeting I am greeted by smiley faces, excited by
the novelty of the situation. Then after a few minutes of
general housekeeping rules for this new virtual setting and
some navigational tips, it was down to business.
As usual it was a very informative meeting and I’m delighted to
say it went off without a hitch and everyone was well behaved.
Naturally, it’s no substitute for meeting in person on a
monthly basis. But to encourage greater participation I see no
reason why logging in remotely to meetings shouldn’t continue
to be on offer as a way of accessing physical meetings post
lockdown.
Giuseppe Fraschini;
Somerset County Councillor for Taunton North
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Somerton Library and Somerset Libraries Services by Jeremy Greenop
Although the Somerton Library building
is closed because of the Coronavirus
pandemic, there are still many ways
that services associated with a library
are being made available by electronic
means. This is being coordinated by
Somerset Libraries.
The Library Services are aware that the
facilities will not be directly available to
those who do not have access to the
internet or to a digital device e.g.
tablet, smartphone or computer.
The services are open to all with a
library card. For those without a card,
the good news is, joining online has
never been easier – and it’s free! Visit
www.somersetreads.co.uk, and under
‘Get Started’ click on the ‘Not a Member
of Somerset Libraries? - join here’ link and
within minutes you will be able to start
downloading some great titles.
The same site and the Somerset
Libraries Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/somersetlib
rariesuk/ - provides information about:
● e-books;
● e-audio books;
● e-magazines; and
● other resources, including details of
free access to the Ancestry
website.

Somerset Libraries hope to launch a
new RB Digital Newspapers service.
Somerset Libraries are a part of
Libraries West that has its own
webpage - www.librarieswest.org.uk/ and this site includes similar
information to the Somerset Libraries
site but has been updated to include
information about additions to the
online services, such as:
free e-Comics;
‘medici.tv’, currently available until 15
May but check the Libraries West site;
‘Lockdown’ short story and poetry
competitions;
‘Reading Well’ that supports
the mental health and
wellbeing of children;
BBC’s ‘a 100 Novels That
Shaped Our World’.
Somerton Library does not
have a Facebook page but
will be providing and
highlighting information of
new services and events to
the ‘Love Somerton’
Facebook page.
Facebook Storytime. Some
libraries are producing
children’s story time videos
on their Facebook pages.

Many of these are being shared on the
main Somerset Library UK Facebook
page; however, you can also jump to
individual library pages from that page
to see specific content. Many of these
videos are now also being uploaded to
the Glass Box Taunton YouTube
channel.
Somerset Libraries are publicising a
referral service for customers who
want help with making the most of the
digital resources, e.g. how to join
online, how to access e-resources etc.
This uses the usual contact centre
number (0300 123 2224). The contact
centre agents will then
make referrals to
Somerset Libraries and
a member of library staff
will get in touch with
the caller. You can also
email at
LibrariesMail@Somerse
t.gov.uk.
Finally, there is no way
to return borrowed
books or DVDs, until
library buildings reopen. There will be no
overdue charges.
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or even running a local information centre. And these are
activities hit by the arrival of the pandemic. But even more
traditional council activities that bring in cash, such as
generating parking fees from a car park, are being hit too.
Inevitably the volume of town centre traffic has become a
vanishing trickle and parking enforcement is being seen as a
pretty low priority.
So what can your town council do? Although it may be
possible to furlough (effectively put on unpaid leave) staff, it is
far from clear. Strictly speaking the public sector is
encouraged not to furlough staff. But many of those incomegenerating activities listed previously as being undertaken by a
modern town council would not fall, strictly speaking, under
the label ‘public sector'. For instance running the town’s
information centre, running an entertainment venue or
publishing a council newsletter. Gerard Tucker, Town Clerk
at Glastonbury Town Council told us “I have attempted to
furlough four members of staff (2.3 full time equivalent) yet this is
a grey area, as the public sector is not encouraged to apply for
furlough. It will be interesting to see if HMRC accept my argument
based on one third of our income being generated through the
private sector.”
Reserves matter
At times like this the ability of a town council to carry on
providing the services it is used to providing, is dependent on
reserves. Those councils that have built up a substantial
reserve, have money to fall back on if council budgets for the
2020/21 year look tight.
It is always interesting to see the wide variation in the
amount of precept each council raises. However we have to
remember that town councils’ activities vary greatly too. And
comparing the value for money aspect is for another day. For
the purposes of this article, the table below takes a look at
the current year’s precept, comparing it with last year,
showing the percentage rise and then looking at the reserves

at March 2019 (the 2020 year end numbers will be being
confirmed in the next few weeks).
Stark differences
It is really quite interesting looking at the great disparity in
reserves between one council and another. The councils in
the list shown below in red, are those councils where the
amount in reserves is less than half of the current year’s
precept. By and large this is a good, albeit finger in the air,
guide to councils’ financial stability.
There is not a requirement to keep that much in reserves,
but obviously in a crisis, the more you have in reserves, the
better your chance of survival. We thought it would be
interesting to see which councils could fund at least half of
their proposed precept from reserves, and more to the point
which could not. It is worth noting that at the other end of
the spectrum, towns such as Ilminster have built up their
reserves to a level that is twice the current annual precept.
You’d expect them to be in a strong financial position
emerging from the COVID 19 lockdown.
Siphoned off?
However help was at hand, or at least it should have been. In
a letter to town and parish councils the Secretary of State,
Robert Jenrick explained “You have a proud tradition of
supporting your communities and this has been especially
evident during this pandemic…… As Local Government Secretary
I want you to know that I am behind you and will support the vital
work that you are doing in your communities. That is why I have
made £3.2 billion of additional funding available to councils, with
the latest tranche of £1.6 billion including a larger share for lower
tier councils. If you have questions regarding funding I would
encourage you to speak with your principal council.”
However the money, passed on to the District Councils will
not necessarily end up where it was intended to. The
Leveller® has seen a letter from Sedgemoor District Council
that does offer some funding to towns and parishes, but not
in the terms envisioned by the Secretary of State. It says
% increase Balances + reserves at 2019

District

20/21

19/20

Frome

1,633,108

1,343,371

21.57%

685,970

M

Yeovil

1,152,589

1,033,517

11.52%

894,729

SSDC

Burnham and Highbridge

718,211

615,343

16.72%

939,783

SM

Minehead

695,000

507,350

36.99%

1,045,985

SWT

Chard

645,663

629,500

2.57%

937,388

SSDC

Bridgwater

632,404

596,000

6.11%

234,196

SM

Wells

571,361

435,530

31.19%

150,390

M

Shepton Mallet

500,252

455,704

9.78%

442,801

M

Crewkerne

421,080

409,391

2.86%

298,742

SSDC

Street

460,000

395,000

16.46%

331,418

M

Glastonbury

400,321

370,000

8.19%

116,655

M

Martock

359,657

344,525

4.39%

228,521

SSDC

Wellington

352,939

268,358

31.52%

Somerton

377,409

352,962

6.93%

370,682

SSDC

Wincanton

365,063

267,850

36.29%

32,953

SSDC

Ilminster

335,245

325,740

2.92%

664,626

SSDC

South Petherton

190,000

170,000

11.76%

208,255

SSDC

Cheddar

170,733

164,997

3.48%

322,528

SM

Castle Cary

168,765

157,000

7.49%

260,190

SSDC

Langport & Huish

148,290

146,980

0.89%

170,690

SSDC

Bruton
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136,420

120,699

13.02%

94,762

SSDC

SWT
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“Coupled with these circumstances, there is an expectation from
Government that some Town and Parish Councils may need
financial support from this grant. However, we ask that
if any Town or Parish Councils consider that they are in extreme
financial difficulty, they contact the District Council to discuss
potential funding support to help with their loss of income or
increased expenditure. We ask that any approach to the District
Council should only be made after looking at your own reserves
and the impact on your future budget. Any financial impacts must
be due directly to Covid 19. Any evidence-based requests will be
considered by SDC’s Gold command.”
It does not sound unreasonable, read in splendid isolation.
But the tone of the Sedgemoor letter is markedly less
generous than that of the Secretary of State. It still sounds
like money handed out by Westminster for Towns and
Parishes, is being kept back. Sedgemoor defend their position
saying “We are not looking to withhold money from towns and
Steve Luck: Wells City Council
parishes to mitigate the impacts of the crisis. In fact, we are being
I do expect the current shutdown to be a challenge to our
very pro-active in letting them know the situation….. The
finances, however I am confident that Wells City Council are
allocations from Government are based on the returns that District
in a strong financial position as we are not solely reliant on
Councils sent them about how much additional money we have
the precept for our income.
been spending to help mitigate the impacts of Covid19 and the
All non-essential expenditure/projects have been put on hold
significant loss of income as a result of the lockdown. All we are
and I anticipate having to revise our budget for this financial
asking parishes to do, is to demonstrate in the same evidenceyear when the lockdown comes to an end. We will keep
based way, how their financial situation has been impacted upon
expenditure within our adjusted income and will not need
by the crisis. That is what the funding is specially for – additional
any emergency funding.
spending and loss of income directly related to the lockdown. Quite
Andrew Gunn: Chard Town Council
simply, there is not enough to go round: Sedgemoor has received
It is difficult to say how precisely the current COVID 19
£1.2million….. All we are trying to do is spend the money where it
emergency will impact upon the council. I hope that we shall
will have the most effect for our residents.” But what Sedgemoor
be OK and our financial officer will be keeping a close eye on
are asking, is for the towns and parishes to dig into their
financial matters. Possibly when we are two or three months
reserves and that begs further questions. We asked the other
further along and hopefully the country will have the virus
districts about their plans but only Somerset West and
under control, we shall have a clearer picture of impacts.
Taunton replied before we went to press. They told us they
Peter Davidson: Crewkerne Town Council
had no intention of sending a similar letter and working in
…the Town Council does not anticipate a significant adverse
that way.
impact on the council’s finance during the pandemic.
Districts sit on cash
Linda Ruff: Street Parish Council
Because if our town councils are all working hard to make
The council is monitoring the situation in Street each week
ends meet, how are the District Councils of Somerset faring?
and making decisions to support the community and the
Although three of them (Mendip, SSDC and Sedgemoor) have
vulnerable. It continues to be prudent with finances while
undertaken controversial property investment programmes,
dealing with the needs of families and others as they arise.
what is surprising is quite how large their reserves are (see
Ewan Jones: Bruton Town Council
below). Remember these are councils who have, with some
I can see that Principal Authorities such as Somerset County
justification, been complaining about austerity and the
Council and SSDC face challenges owing to revenue
squeeze on their finances from central government. It is
shortfalls, amount and speed of additional funding from
therefore a little surprising to see just how large their reserve
Westminster, and strings attached to that funding.
pools are.
Bruton Town Council is fortunate that it does not have
Only Mendip carries reserves that are too small to cover a
facilities or similar income that will be impacted by the
full year’s precept and like a few of the towns, not enough to
Coronavirus lockdown. Moreover, it does have robust
cover 50% of the precept. But as to the other three, well
reserves. At our Extraordinary Meeting on 21 March, we
they are certainly well padded financially.
agreed a Business Continuity Motion that included authority
What do the towns say?
for the Town Clerk, in consultation with the Chairman and
Of course we all can form our own view on the numbers but
Vice Chairman, to incur expenditure from the project
we thought it would be interesting to canvass opinions from
earmarked reserves where such expenditure will help the
the town councils themselves. Not all wanted to respond, but
community’s efforts to support those in need of assistance or
of those that did we thought you might like to see what they
prevent social isolation, and may recommend the use of
had to say. This is a selection from the responses we
other earmarked reserves and budgets if necessary. HB/AL
received:

Precept 20/21

Precept 19/20

Balances and reserves at 2019

Mendip

6,623,000

6,342,000

2,977,000

South Somerset

10,448,932

10,071,063

27,903,000

SW&T

9,293,000

9,038,695

258,885,000

Sedgemoor

6,933,000

6,656,565

66,022,000
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Andrew Lee
Editor

Fourth Estate

The alarms have started going off in Westminster. Faced with
a lock down, a collapse in advertising, the UK’s local press is
about to fall off a cliff. Apparently. Local news was already
facing tough times. The tabloid weekly format has patently
not been working.
Yet faced with mounting evidence that this is the case, most
local titles have simply cried “it’s the internet” and thrown all
their publishing eggs into the website basket. The quality of
news reporting in many local papers has visibly decreased
along with falling circulations.
And every week the sounds are growing louder. The sound
of a government looking to bail out the local press. But who
exactly will they bail out? The problem with the local press is
that it isn’t very local. We have lots of cuddly local titles in
Somerset. The Chard & Illy, The Burnham and Highbridge
News, The Frome Standard, The Wells Journal.
But these are not locally owned and run local newspapers.
Three large corporate entities dominate the newstrade in
Somerset. The Gannet Corporation of the US is
headquartered in Virginia and has a turnover in excess of
$3bn. It owns the County Gazette, Bridgwater Mercury,
Chard & Illy and Burnham & Highbridge News. Reach plc, the
London based news group that used to be called Trinity
Mirror has a turnover of £600m. It owns the Western
Gazette, Frome Standard, Wells Journal and the rest of the
Mid Somerset series. The other UK giant Johnston Press
doesn’t have any titles in the Somerset area and to be fair, is
not in a very good shape financially having failed to be bought
out twice in recent years.
So the paper that you think of as your “local” is often actually
owned and controlled from way beyond the borders of the
town where it is published. Reach decided a few years ago
that it made sense for staff working on the Bath Chronicle,
Frome Standard and the like should be based in Yeovil. And
sub editors for the papers are all based in Bristol. Gannett
decided to shut the Chard and Ilminster offices of The Chard
& Illy and it is now pretty much run from Taunton.
The editor of the County Gazette, Bridgwater Mercury and
Chard & Illy is in fact the same person, Paul Jones. One of a
declining number of good journalists left in our county. A fine
chap he may be, but the days of having a different editor for
each local title seem to be long gone. All for cost cutting
measures designed to increase profits for shareholders and
bond holders, but not to improve the quality of local news.
The public have voted with their feet, well their wallets. The
Frome Standard now has a circulation of just 1,531, The
Wells Journal 1,310 and the once mighty Western Gazette
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which had a circulation of over 30,000 in the year we started
The Leveller, is down to 8,036.
Meanwhile a new breed of genuinely local titles has emerged.
Of course I mean to include The Leveller® in that but several
others have launched and stayed the course. There’s the
Frome Times for instance, then more recently we have the
Yeovil press, Ilminster Press and Wells Voice to name but
three. In fact there has been a flourishing of independent
titles in the past decade.
They are almost without exception free, locally produced and
owned (well The Frome Times is run from Melksham but
that’s splitting hairs!). However because they are free they
have a heavy dependence on advertising revenues for their
survival.
“Traditional weekly papers like the Wells Journal and Western
Gazette were created by local business people who wanted to
support their community as well as make money,” explains Philip
Welch, editor of the Mid Somerset Series from 1997-2013.
“Sadly they are now owned by distant behemoths which are
interested in making money but not the local community. This
attitude is speeding the decline of such papers and making the
survival of locally owned and run publications like the Wells Voice
and Leveller® ever more important to the health of our
communities by providing reliable grassroots news and
information.”
Which takes me back to those alarm bells going off in
Westminster. Because we have been here before. In 2017 the
BBC decided to effectively subsidise the cost of reporting by
introducing “Local Democracy Reporters”. The cost of these
reporters was part paid for by the BBC and guess who the
beneficiaries were? The big three (Reach, Gannett and
Johnston Press) got nearly all the contracts.
And here we go again. As soon as government wants to bail
out the local press it becomes absurdly myopic. It cannot see
beyond the corporate giants whose own policies are in large
part responsible for the demise of the portfolios of local
papers they own. If there is to be a bail out of the local press,
then government needs to understand what the local press is.
We have no objection to those three large corporates getting
financial help. Even if that simply goes into the pockets of
shareholders and bondholders in the end.
But we object in the strongest terms to that help coming at
the expense of the genuinely local titles that are emerging and
flourishing in the county.
If there is to be a bailout, and it is not clear to me that there
should be, then it is vital that it is not used as a sledgehammer
to crush an emerging and independent local press scene.

15th May 2020
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Rewarding Failure
In our Leader piece this month on the
page opposite we note the way in
which government has threatened to
move to tie up revenue deals to
support three large corporate groups
who own many of the UK’s local
newspapers. This is not just hot air as
the following exchange in the House of
Commons on 27th April demonstrates.
John Whittingdale, Minister of State
Department of Digital, Culture, Media
and Sport: The Government recognise the
vital role that local and regional
newspapers play in the provision of
reliable, high-quality information during this
time. We have already put in place an
unprecedented financial package to
provide support to all businesses and
have taken a number of steps to
provide specific support to news
publishers. We are continuing to work
closely with publishers to fully understand
the specific challenges that they are facing
with the supply chain and the fall in
advertising revenues and options for
addressing these.
Mohammad Yasin Labour, Bedford:
The Government have agreed an
advertising deal with the News
Media Association, which has been

presented to the wealthiest
publishers, but have so far overlooked
independents. Does the Secretary of State
agree that independent publishers such as
the Bedford Independent are providing a
vital service to communities across the UK,
and will he meet with the independent
sector representative body, the ICNN, to
agree an advertising deal for the local
independent press?
John Whittingdale Minister of State: I
agree with the hon. Gentleman that the
independent community news sector is
very important and plays an essential role
in continuing to
provide public
information
alongside the NMA
members in the
regional and local
press. The
agreement that
we have reached
for advertising
will cover 600
national, regional
and local titles,
which reach
something like 49
million people,

but I am in touch with the ICNN and we
are looking to see what other measures
could be put in place to support it and to
see whether it could benefit from the
Government’s own advertising package.
So now we sit on the sidelines watching
Westminster crush our new and
independent media as it props up
wealthy corporations who have failed
miserably in delivering news content to
local people. As the plummeting
circulations of their hard copy
newspapers clearly demonstrates.

17

Left Page

Left Page, Right and Over !

The Left Page by Leigh Redman

This month with the virus still locking us down in our homes
we aim to look to the future. In our last piece we asked our
local politicians to find encouragement and positivity from the
depth of the pandemic.
This month we wanted to look forward.
But still hopefully keeping to a positive theme.
We are all having to cope with great changes to the way we
live our lives. We have seen a lot of video conferencing. We
have seen a lot less driving.
So what we wondered, do our politicians think will be the way
our lives will change in the long term after we exit from the
lockdown and the last vestiges of the COVID 19 pandemic are
becoming a more distant memory. How much of the change
we have experienced will stay with us?

I ended last month’s column hoping that when we come out
of this pandemic, we might have made connections with our
neighbours, connections in our community that might not
have happened if this horrible situation had not arisen. I don’t
know what tomorrow will bring, things are changing hourly.,
But in this piece I wanted to think about something a little
broader. Cast your mind back a few weeks and imagine
someone telling you: within a month, schools will be closed.
Almost all public gatherings will be cancelled. Hundreds of
millions of people around the world will be out of work. In
certain places, landlords will not be collecting rent, or banks
collecting mortgage payments, and the homeless will be
allowed to stay in hotels free of charge. Experiments will be
underway where government pay 80% of basic wages. Would
you have believed what you were hearing?
So many amazing things have had to happen to help us get
through this horrible situation,
People can work from home. When you consider that SCC
changed the way it functions in a couple weeks, with well over
60% of staff who worked mainly from offices or hubs, working
from home. In just over 2 weeks IT staff did an amazing task
to make the operation change dramatically. Now the majority
of staff are home based staff and it is all working smoothly. To
the point where our call centre is operating (almost perfectly)
without anyone noticing.
Something I want to see after this will be a recognition of the
need for better broadband. Connectivity needs to be seen as
an essential resource like gas and electricity. People forget
that the rural nature of Somerset means that here are many
more ‘not spots’ in our county than in urban areas. The
government was talking about 90% of the country having
super-fast BB. What they forget is that 80% of the remaining
10% is rural like us!
I think that one of the conversations we will be having is
around use of a surveillance App, that monitors movements
and interactions in an anonymous way. People update the app
if they are showing signs of Covid-19, the app then lets people
know whom have come close to the sufferer, telling them to
self-isolate. This will ensure that moves can be put into place
to stop the spread and further outbreaks. We will need to
take precautions as things start to go back to normal because
we will all be at risk until a vaccine is in place.
Not all surveillance is essentially malign and as I say new tech
tools very well might end up playing a role in fighting the virus.
Lockdowns have made many of us, sitting at home glued to
our computers and phones, more dependent than ever on big
tech companies. The same
companies (Facebook &
Google for example) that
are pitching to be part of
the solution. It is worth
asking what they stand to
gain. We need to be
careful we don’t get caught
up, it is easy for the new
normal to become scaled
up, it can be very difficult
to scale it back down. And
then maybe it takes on
other uses.
One thing we do know,
the future will be different,
I hope it is in positive way.
Stay safe and think of
others.
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The Right Page by David Warburton
In his poem “Next Please”, Philip Larkin put his finger on a
universal human condition: “Always too eager for the future, we /
Pick up bad habits of expectancy”. But however negative such a
point of view might be under ordinary circumstances, it’s
currently unavoidable. Indeed, I think we’re all looking ahead
to a time when we will be able to shrug off the dry routines
imposed by this lockdown and restart our lives, our
businesses, set off again in dogged pursuit of our ambitions
and, most crucially of all, see our loved ones and friends.
But it’s worth remembering that normality isn’t some
immovable default position – it’s the product of innumerable
individual decisions. And no less than individuals, politicians
should now be considering what can be done to ensure the
new normality takes into account the lessons learnt.
Some things are felt most keenly by their absence. And from
the thousands of emails I’ve received over the last few weeks,
I know the depth of anxiety many feel about family members
or friends who are currently exploring the bleak landscape of
lockdown on their own. The UK was the first nation to
appoint a Minister for Loneliness (back in 2018) and one of
the lessons of the last couple of months has been the vital
importance of combating isolation.
This is particularly true of the elderly and most vulnerable, and
I’ll certainly be pushing to ensure the new initiatives that have
been introduced to mitigate loneliness are maintained when
we return to that normality. Of course, individual ambition is
the engine of economic growth, but individualism should
always be tempered by awareness of the broader network of
relationships – and the society - upon which it’s built.
The ever-contracting news-cycle dictates that every fresh
crisis eclipses its predecessor. As recently as February and
March, TV cameras and somewhat damp outside-broadcasts
were concentrating on nothing more than the wave of storms
that were battering the UK. Recent data emphasises that
global heating has already contributed to a 40% increase in
extreme rainfall in the UK. And, although we now have a net
zero by 2050 target enshrined in law, the Committee for
Climate Change were deliberately cautious in drawing up that
target – and, equally, deliberately excluded the likelihood of
technological innovations speeding our progress.
No doubt you will have seen the arresting images of Delhi
under lockdown. The usual smog has lifted. And as a result,
the population are now breathing almost unprecedentedly
clean air and can glimpse the horizon for the first time in
decades. Measurements in London, Paris and New York have
shown similarly dramatic improvements. But the risk is, that in
spurring our economies back into life, we don’t merely return
to pre-coronavirus levels of environmental destruction, but
actually worsen them in a drive for rapid growth.
The UK Government’s Clean Growth Strategy demonstrates
the way in which mitigating climate change can go hand-inhand with economic growth. And as we emerge blinking from
our living rooms and kitchens and return to work, it’s vital
that this vast collective sigh of relief is accompanied by an
equally strong awareness of our continued responsibility to
the environment.
The public solidarity in responding
to COVID-19 has been exemplary.
If we can hold on to this sense of
collective endeavour and make it
the foundation of post coronavirus
normality, then our ability to meet
these challenges – and any others
that litter our path – will be lifted
and enhanced. As will our lives.
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Over The Page by Gideon Amos
Change For The Better
One of the things that the Covid19 outbreak has taught us is
how reliant we are on the flimsiest of systems. Despite a
massive fall in transactions for example, my bank cannot
answer its phones, respond to emails or messages or even
stay open beyond a measly three hours per day. Grocers ran
out of basic foods and (famously) toilet rolls in a matter of
days. Water companies are having to deal with massive “rag
balls” in sewers from people forced to use alternatives to
toilet rolls.
These things may be irksome but the real problems are those
faced by those coping with the virus itself. Dealing with high
death tolls in care homes is tragic for those directly affected.
Staff looking after such patients also often have no medical
training, may be working for minimum wage to support a
family at home in a flat, with almost no access to the
outdoors. CV19 is no leveller and the poorest are often
suffering the most.
A small thing that could be done now is a LibDem proposal to
give frontline care and health workers the same kind of bonus
that soldiers receive on active service, around £29 per day.
But of course we need a much deeper level of change. A real
appreciation again of the public services, the teachers and the
caring professions without whom our lives are so much less
worthwhile, and less safe.
The resilience of the infrastructure our whole society depends
on needs to be seriously enhanced.
That should include sustained funding for the NHS and social
care based on a new cross party agreement, one which builds
on but goes beyond the 1p on income tax the LibDems want
to see raise £4.5Billion per year for this vital service.
Many jobs are being lost; massive renewable energy and
environmental projects could help fill the gap.
But given the ongoing failures in dealing with the pandemic,
the best we can hope for may be a gradual release from
lockdown. People therefore won’t be able to socialise as they
once did for some time, so the groups and businesses that rely
on people getting together will be most affected.
Governments and Councils could do worse than to plan now
for ways to bring people back to more social activities safely.
Let’s therefore support those organisations that will really
make a difference when we come out of all this and which we
are already fortunate to have. Taunton’s Brewhouse theatre,
Taunton Town Football Club, Wellington’s Wellesley cinema
and arts centre, Wiveliscombe’s Cotleigh Brewery all put on
fabulous events. Young people probably need more and newer
things to do, skate parks and trampolining and other
attractions aren’t really available in our area in the way my
son’s generation would like to see them.
Above all, let’s not forget how we need to prepare better for
next time, with research,
vaccinations, health
service resilience and the
kind of battle-plan
readiness that just wasn’t
there when we needed it.
With the second highest
death toll in Europe we
have much to learn. Once
the virus has been
conquered a full public
inquiry has to be the first
step.
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As local councils around Somerset try to come to terms with
technology, we thought you’d like to know how they were
getting on. All are trying to hold meetings by video
conferencing. Here’s what we found:

Zoom but no oomph
The initial meeting conducted by Zoom by South Somerset
District Council was no a resounding success. SSDC have
obviously tried hard, as have a number of councils to enable
business to carry on.
The first meeting, an Area South meeting was the selected
lamb to the slaughter.
However the best efforts of those involved could not mitigate
some of the more infantile efforts of the public. With lots of
people at home with not much to do, photo bombing a
council meeting obviously seemed like a good idea.
Before the meeting could get under way, Peter Gubbins in the
chair spent 7 minutes trying to mute the mic of people
contributing bad language and generally taking the Michael.
In the end images and mics were switched off for everyone
who was not a councillor meant to be at the meeting.
All was finally ready to go when the Chair’s mic was
inexplicably switched off. The screen went blank. Mr Gubbins
finally re-appeared and the meeting got underway.
Then it came to planning officer Simon Fox. Only when he
tried to speak it transpired his mic had been muted by
accident.
No sooner had Mr Fox started talking on the business of the
Keyford sustainable urban development. At which point
sporadic photo bombing started. Images of an intimate nature
and a dog doing its business temporarily replaced Mr Fox.
In the Chair, Peter Gubbins was initially mostly visible from
the top lip upwards having not apparently got used to the
camera level. He asked that the SSDC IT gurus get involved
and find out who was causing the problem and asked they be
reported to the police.
We returned to Mr Fox who had a slide show but to be
honest the slides presented were not really legible and there’s
no capacity to magnify them onscreen. Half way through the
unfortunate Mr Fox’s presentation we got, “yea yeah wrap it up
mate. I don’t have all day.” Turns out not everyone had had
their mic muted.
Mr Fox had much to say. Unfortunately someone decided to
relieve the boredom by inserting random councillor video
images on screen while he was speaking. The images vanished
reasonably quickly but it was all a little off putting.
Mr Fox finally staggered manfully to the end of his
presentation. At which point we lost the chair completely, No
image and no audio.
Several members of the public seemed to have found out how
to image bomb the video link, albeit for micro seconds…..
Back to the Chair. he had real trouble working out if someone
had or had not indicated to speak. “Peter, you’ve lit up. No I may
have lit up, but no I don’t have a question.” Eventually the chairs
screen crashed completely and Dave Recardo had to take
over.
Was it a disaster?
No.
After around 45 minutes everyone had started to get the hang
of things. The meeting started to flow more smoothly at least
most of the time. There were other issues raised around
democracy but more of that another time.
The final oddity is that under the new regime the CEO must
approve all decisions made by the committee. He was not
present at the meeting. One wonders if it might have been
beneficial for him to do so given that he has the final sign off…
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Getting Better All The Time
After a pretty difficult start to Zoom meetings at Area South
on 9 April, South Somerset District Council (SSDC) really had
their act together by the time of the Area North meeting. The
first attempt to hold a meeting using the video conferencing
software was not unsuccessful, but had plenty of moments of
farce and humour and quite a lot of infantile distractions.
Down to business
Area North under the Chair of Cllr Adam Dance (South
Petherton), ran a much tighter ship. This time members of the
public were not invited to take part in the meeting via Zoom,
unless they wanted to speak on items on the agenda, that is.
Everyone else was directed to YouTube where they could
watch events safely. With Google’s servers and security, the
odds of being photo-bombed or distracted with interesting
sound effects were reduced. Members of the public, apparently
bored into submission, “stayed away” (in other words didn’t
tune in) in droves. It makes much less interesting copy for us,
but suffice it to say it enabled business to be done efficiently
and in good order.
It is after all a steep learning curve….

Not a bad effort
At the start, the meeting conducted through Microsoft
Teams seemed to look much better than the Zoom effort
provided by South Somerset’s Area South meeting just a
couple of weeks earlier. When I say it looked professional,
that is it did once the black screen displaying “This meeting
has not yet started” had disappeared. This carried on until a
couple of minutes after the meeting start time. When the
screen lit up it was apparent the meeting had started. And
the screen lit up with the image of a Mendip officer who was
not actually speaking. The officer was staring blankly at the
screen. The chair of the meeting who we could not see
carried on addressing the meeting. On we went and still all
we could see was our silent officer. It was a bit like watching
a bad ventriloquist.
Teething problems
The meeting did not get off to a flying start. Two members of
the public questioned the legal basis on which members of
the public were excluded from speaking. Mendip decided,
unlike South Somerset, that members of the public could
send in a written statement, but could not address the
meeting in person (via videolink). Without actually addressing
most of the specific points raised, the council’s legal officer
told the meeting he considered it was legal. What was
interesting was the statement that for virtual meetings there
is, according to the officer, no requirement to allow the
public to participate live.
At this point things went wobbly again. It became apparent
that most members could not actually hear Damon Hooton,
chair of the meeting. And to be fair the acoustics were lousy.
It was one of those speaking underwater kind of sounds; to
such an extent that Nigel Hewitt-Cooper was asked to take
over the chair. Matters looked up from that point. We then
got a re-reading of the member of the public’s statement that
had vanished in underwater sound earlier.
When votes were taken, members were asked to confirm
that they heard all of the discussion and then cast their vote.
I’m not entirely sure how they would know if they hadn’t
heard all of the discussion.
Unexpected sounds
As Cllr Michael Gay was addressing a planning application a
woman with a disembodied sultry voice announced “it is 12
hours”. And indeed it was noon, so at least we know she
wasn’t a Californian employee of Microsoft.

Other perils of having a live meeting conducted from people’s
homes include the incidental sound effects. Hearing a
vigorously flushed toilet in the middle of an in-depth
discussion on the architectural merits of a building was a tad
incongruous.
At another point in the meeting a young lady walked behind
the chairman of the meeting (who was working from his
kitchen) to make a cup of tea. But, there are limits to how
long you can reasonably keep your family away from the
kitchen and these meetings do go on a bit!

Simple or Simply Professional
These days, perhaps to compensate for the disasters of the
past administration, Somerset West & Taunton council is
often the model of how to do things right. They too have
meetings via video conferencing. But their meetings go
smoothly. At least the full council on 27th April did.
OK it is not always riveting. But dull in as much as no-one
photo bombed the meeting, there were no dodgy
interventions and members of the public could see what was
happening without wrecking the show. Good sort of dull.
Nearly all the time we could see the person who was speaking
rather than somebody else. And when it came to amending
the constitution, sensible questions were asked, about how to
keep democracy and accountability to the fore. A meaningful
debate took place and it was clear that unlike at some district
councils in Somerset, most decisions would be made by
councillors in the usual way.
Any emergency changes to the constitution would be for
emergencies, not an excuse to override the ordinary running
of the council. In other words it was broadly as it should be.
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Dieback halted?
Humans may be coming to terms with the impact of
COVID 19, but there has been relief over the past 12
months from a very different pandemic. Chalara
(Hymenoscyphus fraxineus) is a fungal infection that is
fatal to ash trees. Known as ash dieback it too has its
origins in China where it was first noted on the
Manchurian and Chinese Ash. However in the past 30
years the fungus has been sweeping across Asia and
Europe destroying the ash tree population. Forestry
experts have predicted that up to 97% of ash trees in
the UK will eventually be destroyed.
Slight reprieve?
However interestingly, and for no obvious reason, the
spread of the fungus seems to have noticeably slowed.
The last 12 months has seen no significant new areas
of the country infected. Although this is not a lot of
consolation as nearly all of the UK now has the disease.
However there is a large patch of central Somerset (outlined
in blue on the map) which remains free of Chalara. It is now
one of the largest areas of the country left without the
infection. There are one or two other patches of the county
(one around Minehead, another around Wincanton) but the
central band of Somerset running from Ilminster up to
Burnham has remained stubbornly free from the fungus. And
ash trees in this area appear to remain healthy.
May to July is the key time for spotting new outbreaks of the
infection.

Police Protection
While NHS staff and those working in care homes put
themselves on the front line, they earn our gratitude and
respect for doing so. To a greater or lesser extent they have
personal protection equipment (PPE) to keep them safe. Well,
not always, but the intent is there even if the equipment is not
necessarily.
Are all emergency services equal?
But how about the emergency services? The thought was
prompted by pulling into a petrol station in Frome. There was
a police car filling up at one of the pumps. One officer was
filling up while another sat in the front passenger seat. Clearly,
neither officer was more than six feet apart when in the car
and neither wore a mask or gloves.
Curious, we asked the Avon & Somerset Police what
precautions officers were required to take for their own
safety. We were told “Guidance from the National Police Chiefs’
Council on PPE is regularly reviewed by a panel of experts at
Government level. Their latest advice to police forces is that masks
are not necessary when officers are working in close proximity with
one another – for instance in cars or other police vehicles.”
The gloves are off…
That seems a little at odds with safety requirements being
discussed elsewhere. The statement was also silent on gloves
which in most other key worker services are seen as essential.
We were also told that “Where officers and staff have
symptoms they will self-isolate. We regularly review the advice
we’re provided, to ensure our officers are appropriately equipped to
perform their roles.”
By contrast, fire crews have guidance to follow social
distancing wherever possible. Crew wash down following
incidents and use of appliances. All fire stations are locked
down with access to crews only. Fire crews are issued with
appropriate face masks and, when required, have appropriate
PPE – including masks.
AP
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What to look for:
��
Leaves develop dark patches in the summer.
��
They then wilt and discolour to black. Leaves might
shed early.
��
Dieback of the shoots and leaves is visible in the
summer.
��
Lesions develop where branches meet the trunk.
These are often diamond-shaped and dark brown.
��
Inner bark looks brownish-grey under the lesions.
��
New growth from previously dormant buds further
down the trunk. This is known as epicormic growth and is a

Healthwatch Somerset
announces new projects
Healthwatch Somerset is our county’s independent health and
care champion. It exists to make sure that local people’s views
are heard by those in charge of health and care social care and
used to help make services better. It also provides
information and advice to help people find out about local
services and support.
New projects
This month it has announced several new projects for the
year ahead. The new Healthwatch projects will address the
impact of coronavirus and look into common issues raised by
local people, while also reflecting national and local priorities
in health and social care. Projects will focus on the following
broad themes (see below for more detail):
● Accessing local health and care services during the
coronavirus pandemic
● Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services
(CAMHS)
● Access to Primary Care (such GP’s, pharmacy and
dentistry)
● Supported discharge process for patients with continuing
health care needs (Pathway 3)
● Accessing transport to health and social care services
● Waiting times from GP referral to treatment
Each project will gather people’s views and experiences linked
to a specific aspect of health and care provision. The aim is to
find out what works well for local people and what they think
could be improved. This public feedback will then be shared
with those in charge of delivering health and care in Somerset
with recommendations to help improve services for local
people.
AP
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First Choice
With anything COVID 19-related
dominating the news these days, it
is almost a relief to have something
more mundane to talk about. And
as it happens it is something that is
working rather well.
Almost unnoticed amid the flurry
of virus communications going
well, err, viral Somerset County
Council (SCC) slipped out a notice
about primary school allocations. A
good day to hide bad news? Not at
all. The figures are once again
impressive; SCC’s admission
figures for autumn 2020 show that
98.27% of Somerset children were
offered a primary school place at
one of their top three choices.
Whether or not the schools will
be open to go into is a different
matter. For now we can focus on
the fact that while nearly everyone
got one of their top three choices, 93% got their first choice. All in all 5,600 children applied and so the performance of SCC in
getting nearly everyone into their preferred school looks good.
Steady improvements
But I hear the cynics among you asking if this is an aberration. Perhaps even these apparently impressive figures compare poorly
to previous years. And we too have a fine track record as cynics here at Leveller® Towers. But not this time. If we take a look
back at the 2014 autumn intake, slightly more children, 5,755 were seeking a primary school place. But the results were
significantly below where they are today. Then just 91.45% got their top choice of school and 97.12% got a school from their
top three choices. The trend has been for a steady improvement in the intervening six years and this is something the county
can be rightly pleased about. HB

Scientists to the front line
While the NHS, care homes and any number of key workers
are dealing with the day-to-day realities of the pandemic,
scientists at Exeter University are joining up too. Scientists
and clinicians in Exeter are involved in a £20 m investment to
unlock the secrets of COVID 19. The COVID 19 Genomics
UK Consortium comprises the NHS, Public Health Agencies,
Wellcome Sanger Institute, and a number of academic
institutions, including Exeter. The Consortium aims to deliver
large-scale, rapid genetic sequencing of the cause of the
disease by using samples from infected patients across the UK.
By knowing the sequence it will be possible to know both
how COVID 19 is changing (or mutating) and also to improve
our ability to map its spread. The information will be key for
stopping the virus spreading by informing the best strategies
for reducing spread and also for future diagnostic tests and
treatment.
Using spare samples
Scientists at the University of Exeter and the Royal Devon and
Exeter NHS Foundation Trust (RD&E) will gather samples
from infected sick patients admitted to the Royal Devon and
Exeter Hospital. The samples taken will be spare samples after
all clinical testing is completed and the virus has been
deactivated.
Dr Stephen Michell, Senior Lecturer in Molecular
Microbiology at the University of Exeter explains “The
University has invested more than £3m pounds in state-ofthe-art DNA sequencing supported by the Wellcome Trust.
This core facility is ideally placed to provide support from the
South West towards this crucial national research consortium
into COVID 19. This collaboration will aid in the advancement
of therapies and diagnostics.”
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Our Somerset heritage and our heritage at risk by the editor
The soubriquet “finest pub in Somerset” is not one to apply
lightly. And when applied it will only result in endless debate
about why said pub is in fact inferior to your very own local.
So in the interests of moderating debate let us agree that the
Rose & Crown in Huish Episcopi is “one of the finest pubs in

Somerset”.
Support for this claim has in recent months been given by
English Heritage. The Rose & Crown, better known locally as
Eli’s, has been named a Grade II listed building. Locals know it
to be a fine pub with – famously – no bar, cosy hidden rooms
into which it is easy to slip and enjoy the local beer or cider.
And outside a pergola makes the perfect spot for an evening
sundowner. None of which were of course of great interest
to the worthy folk of English Heritage. Nor indeed was the
encyclopaedic knowledge of cricket available behind the bar
courtesy of Steve Pittard
Instead they rather dryly observe that Eli’s “originating in
around 1800, is a distinctive, picturesque building, and its
historic development is illustrated by the fabric; *the historic
plan form remains legible, and it is one of only a handful of
pubs without a bar, instead having a very unusual public
servery area; a characterful interior, with 19th-century
flooring and joinery, and panelling, shelving and a fireplace
surviving from an interwar refitting; it retains a 19th-century
skittle alley: an unusual feature in the national context.”
The Rose & Crown has been there since, at best guess, the
mid-18th century and has been known as the Rose & Crown
since 1835. Which is an impressive pedigree. Of course it’s
good to be listed, to have your pub recognised as part of the
fabric of historic England but, for the locals, I suspect not
much will change.
Heritage at risk
But as one bit of English heritage is added to the list of things
worthy of preservation, it is worth taking a look at the long
line of listed buildings in our county that are at risk, despite
their listing. The list only serves to highlight the extraordinary
richness of architectural heritage we have in our county. As
well as noting how fragile some parts of that heritage are.
For instance the 18th-century pack horse bridge at Lyncombe
near Winsford. English Heritage have it as a category A
concern which means essentially “Immediate risk of further
rapid deterioration or loss of fabric; and no solution agreed”.
There is some better news for the late mediaeval Dovecote
at Blackford near Selworthy. When we spoke to English
Heritage the officer was confident that work (repointing and
repairs to the roof) would be done shortly and in due course
it would come off the “at risk” register.
There is much less good news for the Anglo Bavarian
Brewery in Shepton Mallet. Built in 1864 it has long since
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ceased to be a brewery. And although a few businesses
occupy bits of the ground floor, many years of being left
empty have taken their toll. English Heritage lists the building
as “Priority A Immediate risk of further rapid deterioration
or loss of fabric; no solution agreed.”
Churches in crisis
Our parish churches and similar religious buildings form a
very important part of our architectural heritage but, often
supported by dwindling congregations, maintaining and
repairing them is a daunting task for the community. Two
churches are on the “at risk” register. St Leonard in Rodney
Stoke can trace its origins back to the mediaeval era (perhaps
12th century) but it ‘benefited’ from a substantial Victorian
makeover around 1879. Fortunately, despite the problems
with the parapet along the top of the nave, there has been
some active interest from the community in saving the
church. When we spoke to English Heritage they explained
they had met with conservation specialists on site and found
the stone was deteriorating from the inside. Trial repairs are
planned and English Heritage are working with the Parish
Council and church wardens on a solution.
The church of St Nicholas, Bratton Seymour (pictured) is also
in a sorry state. The 13th-century church needs urgent
repairs to stone work in the upper part of the church and the
ceilings are listed as being in urgent need of repair. It too is
listed as “Priority A Immediate risk of further rapid

deterioration or loss of fabric; no solution agreed.”
There is better news for the 14th-century chantry at Kilve.
The building is thought to have been a collegiate dwelling for
chantry priests. Historic England funded emergency repairs in
2010 and 2011, a conservation plan and further works in
2013 and 2014. Further jointly funded consolidation works
were undertaken in 2015. Structural movement in one gable,
which is propped, remains to be addressed and a major phase
of work is underway started late last
year.
The Fenny Castle
Cross (left) is also in a
bad way. A 14thcentury standing stone
cross it is in poor
condition with stones
showing signs of
fracturing and
vegetation slowly
creeping in to finish it
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off. It is a great example of the problems the listing body has in
keeping on top of our decaying heritage. Case officer
Alessandra Perrone has struggled to get in touch with the
owners (her number is 0117 975 1345 when more normal
times return). The Cross has had a site visit, a letter was sent
to the owners but there has been no response. If the owners
read this they should get in touch to see if help can be
arranged. This can include technical expertise, access to
funding and help in putting together a repair programme.
Plenty more
Other buildings on the “at risk” register but where plans are
in place to restore and repair the building are:
● Cloth finishing works at Tone Mills, North Range,
Wellington. A near complete example of a 19th-century
cloth dyeing and finishing works which developed between
c1830 and c1920.
●The east, East Street, West
Coker which has featured
previously in the pages of The
Leveller® for some of the fine
work undertaken to bring it
back to its former glory.
We have much to be proud
of in our architectural
heritage. But as new items
are listed, the plight of those
that have fallen on hard times
should not be forgotten. A
glance through that list of “at risk” heritage assets gives a vivid
picture of the size of the task. It also serves to remind us how
little we trumpet the great heritage we have in Somerset.
When more normal times return we should make much more
of it.
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How to find a councillor by Hattie Bowler
These days most councils expect you
to contact them online. Where many
once had offices around the District to
make it easy for the public to access
their services, most of these have been
closed. We could wax lyrical on that
subject about those who are thereby
excluded from getting hold of their
council and the services it can offer.
Now we have experienced a lockdown
for several weeks, the assumption must
be that the website is your council’s
preferred method for you to get in
touch. Starting with your council
homepage is it easy to navigate to
wherever you want to go? How easy is
it to get in touch? Let us say, for
instance, you want to find the person
who represents your interests on the
council? Your district councillor….
Hard to navigate
Needless to say the four district
councils of Somerset use completely
different websites that work in different
ways. I suppose you’d say it was a way
of imparting character to what they do.
In Mendip the homepage offers you the
following options:
Pay
Apply
Book
Report
Maps
Councillors’ names apparently don’t
make the grade. Clicking on each
button only confirms the obvious, a list
of councillors just ain’t there.
But there is a “See more” button. Click
on this and you get… exactly the same
screen with the same headings. At
which point you are completely stuck.
If you noticed the “search” button on
the top right of the screen, you win.
This is the get out of jail free card.
Click on that, type in “councillors” and
the second (not the first) entry will
take you to the page you need. Why
you can’t get there from the front page,
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heaven only knows….
Sedgemoor make it much easier. They
too have a front screen with six
headings:
Report or Request
Make a Payment
Recycling and Rubbish
Elections and Voting
Latest News Announcements
Employment & Opportunities
You might be tempted to think that
Elections and Voting is where you’d
find your councillor. Don’t be tempted
because temptation leads to
disappointment. If you spotted the
parallel bars top left of screen with the
bold words “Service Menu” and click
on that you’ll be in luck. The second
row of icons offers you “The Council”
and if you click on that you’ll easily find
the list of councillors you were looking
for.
Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T) is
deceptively similar to Sedgemoor. The
home page offers eight possible icons
none of which, it is quite clear, will help
you find your councillor. But they too
have a service menu (top right, instead
of top left). But
do not click on
this! It will take
you to a list
of….exactly the
same options as
on the previous
page.
The trick with
SW&T is that you
need to scroll down the front screen
where you’ll find a blue/green bar with
the word “Council Services”. Click on
this and you’ll get another really long
list of possibilities. At the very end is an
icon labelled “Your Council”. This is
then easy as the first tab on the next
page is “Find Your Councillor”.
SSDC edges ahead
Which leads us on to our old favourites

South Somerset District Council
(SSDC). And here we require a fanfare.
For SSDC are the only council that put
“Your Council” in a prominent place
on the home page of their website.
Right at the top on a prominent bar
next to “Residents”, “Business” and
“Discover More”. Click on that and
“Your Councillors” are on a tab on the
second row down.
Somerset County Council is different
again. Here the front page is absolutely
littered with possibilities. I think most
people would take an educated guess
that “How the council works – Includes
democracy, our performance and plans,
and financial reports” is the one you
want. It isn’t totally obvious, but the
word democracy is your clue. Click on
that button and you get… a blank
screen. Well it isn’t blank, you have to
page up to find the text but in terms of
web design, it’s not the best. Once
you’ve found the list of options, you
want “Democracy” and this time it
does say “Councillors” on the sub
heading for the tab. You now get a very
long list of tabs. They are ordered
almost entirely at random.
Something they have in
common with most web
page layouts created by our
councils. The tabs are not in
alphabetical order and the
tab for “Councillors” is right
at the bottom. We have
what we want.
Not the end of the world
None of this is, I should be the first to
admit, the end of anyone’s world. Yes,
you can find your councillor on every
site, with between three and 10 clicks.
But – and there is always a but – these
web pages are not well designed, nor
well laid out and the order in which
tabs are set often appears to have little
or no logic to it.
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Towards a Carbon Neutral
Somerset
Last month, in the midst of a lockdown that at least gave us a
chance to read it, Somerset Climate Action Network
(Somerset CAN) published a report Towards a Carbon
Neutral Somerset. The report has two main aims. Firstly to
help inform the Climate and Ecological Emergency Strategy
which was being written by the Somerset Councils before the
pandemic struck. And secondly, as a contribution to
Somerset-wide discussions among the public, business,
charities and wider communities about what needs to happen
to achieve Net Zero Carbon in Somerset by 2030.
Much has changed and more will be written about the linkages
between the COVID-19 pandemic and the Climate and
Ecological Emergency and there are many immediate factors
that are worth mentioning in relation to Somerset. Steve
Mewes, Chair of Somerset CAN told The Leveller® “Whilst we
humans are on ‘lockdown’, the planet and nature has started to
recover. Air quality has improved, wildlife has more space and
peace to roam, we are all buying less stuff (that we probably never
needed) Added to which we have seen more people growing more
of their own food, making more in their own home, notably bread,
and we all have to shop more locally.”
Future goals
The biggest societal impact of COVID-19 though, once the
worst of the virus is past, is the likely world recession that will
follow. Many have lost their jobs already and there will be
further widespread hardship. In the coming months and years,
addressing the Climate and Ecological Emergency will be even
more important and the way we rebuild after COVID-19 will
be fundamental. But does this detract from the thrust of the
report. I doubt it. It will be more vital than ever to ensure that
Somerset:
��
Builds zero carbon houses and retrofits existing
homes that are far cheaper to run and more sustainable to
power and heat
��
Encourages community-owned renewable energy
schemes bringing cheaper electricity to more people and
lowering our carbon footprint
��
Grows more of its own food in a way that restores
nature and is healthier and has lower food miles
��
Switches funding from road ‘investment’ schemes to
public and community transport, building cycleways, installing
EV charging points reducing our transport costs
��
Creates a Nature Recovery Network which improves
our mental health, increases pollinators to help our farmers
and improves our soils – helping nature to recover in the long
term
��
Supports climate adaptation projects so Somerset is
better protected for the future against flooding, drought and
rising temperatures
��
Diverts all council and tax-payer money away from
polluting fossil fuel companies and into landscape restoration,
green infrastructure, low carbon, renewable and sustainable
business
Fresh start
The ascent of COVID-19 does not mean that the Climate and
Ecological Emergency has gone away. It has arguably given us
an opportunity to start again. As we look at how we rebuild
and invest once more, it does not have to be the same old
same old. The pandemic may not have given us an entirely
blank sheet of paper to work with. However it has given us a
few months off and a complete full stop to our way of living.
This is time to reflect and an opportunity we will likely never
see again in our lifetime.
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Never Say Never by the editor
Like a bad penny, some things have a
habit of coming back. When South
Somerset District Council (SSDC)
submitted their Local Plan to the
Planning Inspectorate way back in 2015,
the inspector was not happy with it.
One of the sticking points was the plan
to develop Ilminster. Two areas of
development were considered: Canal
Way and land east of Shudrick Valley.
The inspector decided that local
people’s views had been ignored. A
rather brave Rik Pallister, then Leader
of the Council, held a public meeting at
the Shrubbery Hotel to discuss what
had gone wrong.
At least in those days SSDC talked to
people and faced up to the
consequences of their actions. The plan
was rewritten. Shudrick Valley was
thrown out and the inspector passed
the Local Plan. In 2017, despite that and
the fact that Canal Way was by then
being developed, the land owner
submitted a planning application for
Shudrick Valley anyway. It was rejected.
Back again
Now with a review of the Local Plan
being considered, SSDC have put
Shudrick Valley back on the agenda.
Local people are again annoyed and
perplexed. The new draft of the Local
Plan admits that “It is recognised that this
site was the subject of close scrutiny at the
previous Local Plan Examination and a
subsequent planning application
(14/02474/OUT) was dismissed at appeal.
However, the Local Plan Review provides
the opportunity to reconsider the
allocation.”
Why would they do this? Well not least
there has been some big hitting
lobbying from those with an interest in
seeing it developed. This means the
land owner, Dillington Estates, the
builders, CG Fry and their consultants
Turley. SSDC confirmed to The

Leveller® that before putting Shudrick
Valley back in the Local Plan, they had
received “representations to the Local
Plan Review Preferred Options consultation
– responses to Policy IM2 in particular can
be viewed on our online consultation
software. This includes responses from
Turley on behalf of C G Fry & Son Ltd.”
This is clearly sensitive. SSDC refused
to answer our question about why
Shudrick Valley had been put back in
the Local Plan Review unless it was
submitted as a Freedom of Information
request. Despite the fact that much of
the material was in fact already in the
public domain.
Also still in existence is the Save
Shudrick Valley Group (SSVG) who
have gone back into lobbying mode to
try and get this proposed insertion to
the Local Plan Review struck out.
Again. It is clear from the responses
that SSDC received to the Local Plan
Review that the people of Ilminster are
not happy. Of a total of 1,995
comments received on the plan for the
whole South
Somerset
District, 758
were submitted
against the
reintroduction of
Shudrick Valley
as a development
site.
This time though
Ilminster has
been preparing a
Neighbourhood
Plan. This is
important. A
Local Plan is
supposed to set
the planning direction for the whole
district. A Neighbourhood Plan sets the
planning agenda for a community. But
the Local Plan is supposed to take

account of the criteria set out in a
Neighbourhood Plan. In other words it
should reflect the wishes of local
people. Dillington Fry and Turley are
already on this. They have lobbied the
group preparing the Neighbourhood
Plan with a seven-page letter arguing
that Shudrick Valley should be put back
in. SSVG says that it is a blatant move
to get two years of work by the
Neighbourhood Plan Group changed
and to get the Shudrick Valley included
as a site for housing development. That
may be true but it is a fact that land
owners, developers and their agents do
have the right to submit their ideas to a
Neighbourhood Plan as much as they
do to a Local Plan.
Lessons to be learned?
Nevertheless, as we are learning to
deal with a virus that spreads through
close proximity, perhaps our entire
planning process needs to stop and
take stock. In 2017 when the land
owner tried to get planning permission
for Shudrick Valley it was for 330
homes. Eventually in
the hope of getting
agreement they cut
that to 220. But a
lot has happened
since then. Before
planners give the go
ahead to tightly
packed
developments with
small or no gardens,
perhaps we need to
think more carefully
about the health
implications for that.
Maybe we should
also think twice
before ripping up a rural landscape
close to a town centre which provides
recreational possibilities for the
townsfolk of Ilminster.

Hard Cheese by the editor
Under normal circumstances the application by Wyke Farms to demolish a pig fattening unit, and erect eight storage units in its
place would attract little controversy. So how do you work on a planning application when there are no planning meetings?
There are a few basics that are usually involved in the process.
Usually the District Council’s planning team would meet with the applicant to get a good understanding of the application.
There would ideally be a site visit by the planning team and all the documents for the application would be uploaded onto the
planning portal so members of the public and neighbours can view them. Notices of the plans would be physically displayed at
the site and near to it. The public would have time to view the plans and submit their comments, as would the local parish
council. The application would then be considered by the councillor whose ward it falls in, and if it is felt to be complex or
controversial, it would be put before a planning board of councillors.
Needless to say, quite a lot of this is not possible during a lockdown.
Disquiet around application
And so it was with the Wyke Farm application which attracted a lot of disquiet. A number of villagers who objected to the
plans complained of procedural issues. And there were, it is true to say, a few hiccups. The first being that all the planning
documents vanished from the website around 3 April. We checked on 6 April to point this out and by 9 April they had
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reappeared. A spokesperson told us “The application
documents you refer to were not available on the web for a brief
period due to an IT issue. This was quickly resolved and all
relevant documents have now been available to view on the
Council’s website for some time.”
Concern was also expressed that the decision would be
made before the end of April based on an inadequate
consultation time and without officers being able to do their
work.
Mendip District Council (MDC) replies
MDC reassured us that no decision would be made in a
hurry. In a statement they told us “At the time of writing the
Planning Officer dealing with this application has not met with the
Applicant or Agent in respect of this specific development and a
site visit has not been carried out. Furthermore a decision will not
be made until we are satisfied that all statutory requirements in
terms of consulting and publicising the application have been
carried out and that we are of the view that we have enough
information to make a recommendation or decision on the
proposed development.”
Meanwhile Cllr Michael Gay who is the ward councillor for
the Wyke Farms application reminded us that site notices
cannot be put up in the current circumstances and then
noted “I do agree totally that it is very difficult getting through the
Planning process currently. Not only do we have the issue of site
notices and the like, but also parishes have not been able to hold
meetings where residents can ask questions or air their concerns,
and applicants can put their case. Even neighbour to neighbour

discussion has been inhibited. I have been informed by a Mendip
officer that they have been told to be sympathetic to councils in
extending deadlines accordingly.”
What we can say is that the usual planning process has been
put under a lot of strain by the pandemic and councils are
doing their best in difficult circumstances. Certainly they can’t
please everyone, but that was always true. However we’d be
interested to hear from readers if they see something that
feels like a genuine issue of maladministration.

In person or not
Although this application has yet to be considered, others are
proceeding. MDC are attempting to continue the process by
holding planning board meetings online. It was held in “public”
in as much as the public can access the video of the meeting
and the public continue to have sorme form of access to
‘speak’ through written questions. This too has proved
controversial with two members of the public giving written
statements that the failure of MDC to allow people to ‘attend’
the meeting via a video link was legally wrong and should stop
the meeting proceeding. Not so, at least according to MDC’s
legal officer. The meeting went ahead.
However it is notable that SSDC planning meetings are going
ahead and, despite hiccups, members of the public are allowed
to ‘attend’ via video link and put their points to officers and
councillors in person.

Glastonbury Says No
The conspiracy theories abounding
about 5G and COVID 19 have rather
taken the eye away from a more
serious story. The potential public
safety issues that surround the
technology. Whilst there is broad
disagreement as to whether there are
issues or not, we reported back in
February that Wells City Council had
voted a resolution that “opposes the
roll-out of 5G in the Parish of Wells City
Council – based on the precautionary
principle – until further information is
revealed.”
This is a common theme been explored
by a number of councils. Not that 5G
should be banned, but that the roll out
should be postponed until research has
been carried out to demonstrate that it

is safe.
Wells is not alone in expressing
concern. After a period of six months
investigating the issue, Glastonbury
Town Council has also expressed
serious misgivings about 5G. The Town
Council set up a their ‘5G Advisory
Committee’ last year to look into the
safety issues surrounding 5G
technology. On 28th April the Town
Council resolved unanimously to adopt
the recommendations of their ‘5G
Advisory Committee’.
The recommendations now adopted by
the council include:
● writing to MPs asking them to
establish an inquiry into the safety of
5G;

● calling for the UK Government and
Public Health England to undertake
an independent scientific study into:
a) the non-thermal effects of 5G,
b) Electromagnetic Hypersensitivity;
● and lobbying the International
Commission on Non-Ionizing
Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) to
take into account the non-thermal
effects of radiofrequency EMFs in
their Guidelines on Limiting Exposure
to Electromagnetic Fields.
In addition to the recommendations,
Glastonbury Town Council resolved
unanimously to continue their adoption
of the Precautionary Principle; opposing
the roll-out of 5G until further
information is made available on the
safety or otherwise of the technology.
29

Somerset News

Igniting The Planners by James Garrett
This will not surprise many residents of
South Somerset. It appears that in just
three years the efficiency of South
Somerset District Council’s planning
department has collapsed. More
specifically, it has collapsed since it was
‘transformed’ by the Ignite consultancy.
In 2015, the final year before the twoyear ‘transformation’ project began,
planners failed to determine just 17% of
applications within the required eight
weeks. Not great but certainly not bad.
Then along came Ignite. According to
their website, South Somerset has been
turned into ‘a commercially-minded
organisation, resulting in a highly
sustainable and robust model for the
future.’
That highly sustainable and robust
model for the future tripled the
number of planning (51% of the total)
applications which were determined
late by 2018. Last year the council’s
record was even worse, with 61% nearly two in every three - of planning
applications determined outside the
eight-week deadline.
This discovery was made after local
businessman Tony Eldridge filed a
Freedom of Information request with
SSDC (which, for good measure, the
council answered late!).
Revealing
The response revealed that the collapse
in efficiency took place despite an
increase in the number of planning
officers. In 2016, 2,092 planning
applications were handled by 20
officers. Last year, their number had

risen to 23, although the number of
applications they dealt with was down
to 1,710. One might expect that more
staff dealing with fewer applications
might make for more – not less –
efficiency; apparently not in South
Somerset.
Mr Eldridge, of Discove Farm, Bruton,
was prompted to investigate by bitter
personal experience. In July 2019 he
applied to change the use of an
abandoned restaurant in South Street,
Wincanton. Nine months later he still
awaits a decision on the application,
which should have been dealt with by
13 September last year. His application,
which remains undetermined, may be
referred to the planning committee;
due to Covid-19 this may not meet for
some months to come. In that time Mr
Eldridge will have paid more than
£2,500 in business rates on an empty
property he cannot use.
Of course when an organisation goes
through a period of change opinions on
how it all went can vary quite a lot.
Here are just some of the views
expressed on what happened between
2016 and 2019:
Ignite
‘In 2016 the council was facing a
significant financial challenge which was
difficult for them to respond to as an
organisation that had seen little to no
change for many years.’ The company’s
solution was drastic, says Mr Eldridge.
‘In 2016/17 they made everyone
redundant at a cost of £7.45m then
invited them to apply for a reduced

number of jobs. One result has been a
planning department in total chaos.’
Conservative District Councillor
for Wincanton, Nick Colbert:
‘Redundancy terms were so generous that
experienced planning staff left in droves, at
huge expense to the council. There may be
more staff now but some of them are parttime and agency workers.’
Martin Hacker, ‘Specialist
(Communications, Marketing &
Media),’ for Lib Dem-controlled
SSDC
‘During this period, our performance
dipped below our usual high standards in a
few areas. But our team have been
working incredibly hard to address any
backlogs and we have made good
progress.’
Council Leader and LibDem
Councillor Val Keitch
‘While other councils have cut their
services, our staff and members came
together as one team to rebuild the
organisation and, most importantly, deliver
for South Somerset. We are in a great
position to support our communities now
and in the future.’
And Mr Eldridge who started this horse
running with his Freedom of
Information request? He says he
intends ‘to make a full report on this
fiasco, both to the Ombudsman and the
Planning Inspectorate. We are also
intending to sue the council for the
considerable losses caused by its gross
inefficiency, which will be well in excess of
the business rates that we have paid this
year.’

CEO’s take charge by Hattie Bowler
I know these are strange times; from the very beginning
councils have had to work out how to make decisions. And
we would acknowledge that they are all doing their best.
Especially in a lockdown where normal council meetings
cannot take place.
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In anticipation of these issues South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) moved rapidly to approve a new decisionmaking formula. This required making changes to the
council’s constitution that they made on 19 March.
a) To amend Part 3, Responsibility for Functions, Sections 3 and 4
of the Council’s Constitution to allow delegated authority to the
Chief Executive, and to the relevant Director in the Chief
Executive’s absence where not already delegated, to take
Executive and Quasi-Judicial decisions in consultation with the
Leader of the Council (or Deputy) and the relevant Portfolio
Holder, Ward Member and Committee Member if practicable, if
meetings of the relevant committee are unable to be held;
b) If legislation and technology allows, then enable Councillors to
make decisions by remote, virtual meetings using available
technology.
I should point out that this appears to be standard wording –
for instance exactly the same motion was passed by Somerset
West and Taunton (SW&T) Council at their meeting on 27
April. Notable then that SW&T carried on with normal
decision-making for a full five weeks after SSDC. This is an
interesting change to the constitution. It was also a
democratically agreed change. Mike Rigby, seconding the
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SW&T motion on 27 April explained it as putting “the Belt and
braces in place so we can continue the business of the council in
the absence of various people if they become ill and incapacitated.”
All true, but this change was significant. Under normal
circumstances all the major decisions of the council are made
by elected members in consultation with officers. In other
words officers carry out the policy agreed by elected
members.
What this change to the constitution did was ensure decisions
were made by an unelected officer (ie the CEO) in
consultation with the Leader of the Council. In other words it
completely reversed the norms of council decision-making. It
would have been perfectly possible for the decisions to be
delegated to the Leader to make in consultation with the
CEO. A subtle difference if you like, but an important one I
think. I know a number of our readers had been bothered by
this point as they got in touch to tell us.
So how was it going?
SW&T see the constitutional change as an exception and only
to be used in extremis. The meeting to approve the change on
27 April went on to make several decisions. The clear
intention was that meetings of councillors would continue to
take place, via video conferencing and would continue to make
decisions. The change to the constitution was simply a fallback
position.
By contrast, SSDC moved to implementing the changed
constitution immediately. The new regime saw all other
meetings in March postponed or cancelled. They then started
meetings via Zoom video conferencing in April. These, the
first at Area South, were described as ‘informal meetings’ and
were largely to discuss planning. The informal meetings set in
place the new system where councillors met, and took
decisions, but their decisions were only valid once ratified by
the Chief Executive. Yet meetings by the end of April were
working well on the Zoom software.
So we wrote to SSDC asking why, as legislation and
technology clearly do allow, the Area North meeting on 22
April was described as ‘informal’ with a note at the end of the
meeting that read: "Please note that members of the Area
Committee will make a recommendation on the above reports. The
decision will be taken by the Chief Executive."
SSDC told us that changes were coming soon. “Regarding the
‘when legislation and technology allows’ – clearly the legislation is
there but in terms of technology we have selected a preferred
platform (Zoom and YouTube) but that is not the same as being
able to use the technology to run effective meetings. We (members,
officers, participants) are still clearly learning in this regard and are
committed to being able to provide transparent, open democratic
meetings. Indeed, more people than ever before have witnessed
recent meetings. These will become full decision-making meetings
shortly when confidence in our chosen virtual platforms has
increased.”
They also told us that the plan was to have the May’s District
Executive as the first virtual decision-making meeting. We had
gone to press before we could report back on that, but we
would have to say things appear to be moving in the right
direction.
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COVID, Care and Confusion by the editor
I can only apologise for tackling such a
morbid subject, but tackle it we must.
Why? Because keeping tabs on the care
home sector has been a mess.
Counting deaths in hospital should not
be that tricky. Put bluntly, and I’m sorry
for any insensitivity, but if you can’t
account for the whereabouts of every
patient you are in a bad situation. You
count them in and you count them out
– one way or another. The NHS is in
charge, the trusts report deaths to
NHS England and they pass the
information to the government. By the
end of last month government had
finally managed to do something similar
for care homes too, but what a chaotic
journey it was.
Care sector
At the start of the outbreak the care
sector was a different matter. For
starters, many people are cared for in
their own homes, not necessarily in
care homes. Then there are the care
homes themselves. Interestingly,
Somerset County Council (SCC)
pointed out to us when we asked
questions about COVID 19 that they
don’t actually operate care homes.
So when it comes to identifying which
care homes have outbreaks of the virus
communications start to get muddled.
But let us start with some positives.
There are protocols for each care
home to apply around an outbreak of
the virus, how to handle patients and

how to protect staff. These are all
reasonably detailed and clear. The
government in Westminster has issued
guidelines around admissions from a
care home to and from a hospital.
Interestingly, there are no protocols
around communicating with patients’
relatives or attorneys (in the case of
dementia patients who have a Power of
Attorney in place). If that is the good
bit, why has it been so hard throughout
the pandemic to know how many care
homes in Somerset have the virus and
how many non-hospital deaths there
are?
Who is responsible?
Overall responsibility for adult social
care rests with SCC. But as we already
noted, they don’t actually run any care
homes. The actual care homes have a
responsibility to notify cases of the
virus and deaths from it. When we
looked into the reporting chain we
found that care homes report COVID
19 outbreaks to Public Health England.
But deaths from the virus are reported
to yet another organisation, the Care
Quality Commission (CQC). They in
turn will then pass the information back
to SCC. In fact because of patient
confidentiality, SCC get very limited
information back from the various
bodies who are meant to supply it.
And it is patient confidentiality that has
led SCC not to release the names of
the homes that have an outbreak or

deaths from an outbreak.
So who does have the job of collating
the number of deaths in care homes,
and providing official figures? That falls
to yet another organisation, the Office
for National Statistics. They have the
task of collating data from literally
thousands of care homes. And because
relatively few care home patients are
tested for COVID 19, these may or
may not be virus-related deaths.
As to the organisation responsible for
adult social care, SCC, they are left
fending for themselves with drip-fed
information. They can just about keep
tabs on how many homes have a virus
outbreak, they can ring around care
homes to ask if they are getting the PPE
that they need and if they need extra
help. But that is about it. Albeit from
the middle of April, PPE was meant to
be procured centrally, not via the
county council.
In the end and by the time you read
this the monitoring of deaths outside
NHS hospitals was finally being
undertaken centrally and daily.
But not before showing the system for
running and managing social care to be
a bit of a mess. We have talked about
matrix management in the NHS before.
And so it is apparently the same with
the care sector. So many organisations
are involved and yet the one that is
notionally responsible, is left with
minimal data and very little authority.

First Green

Tax avoiders - a slight return

At the end of last month South Somerset District Council
(SSDC) got its first Green Party Councillor. Charlie Hull the
councillor for Northstone, Ivelchester & St Michael’s left the
Conservative Party block and will represent the Greens.
It is significant as it will be the first time that a Councillor
representing the Green Party has sat on SSDC. Nevertheless,
it remains the position of The Leveller®, that all councillors
should call a by-election and seek a new mandate if they
change parties between elections. The more so as it is barely
a year since the last SSDC elections.
This will not alter the balance of power at the council which
is a LibDem council and will simply change the composition of
the opposition (ie one less Conservative, one more Green).
However Charlie did poll the best figures of the three
Conservative candidates (the ward elects three councillors)
put up for election in 2019
Charlie Hull told us “This part of the world is very special, not
least due to the beauty of the local environment and the careful
husbandry shown towards it by so many of our varied
communities. It is their example that has finally prompted me to
‘make the switch’ and become a Green Councillor. I recall reading
the 2019 Green Party GE manifesto and finding myself nodding
vigorously, paragraph by paragraph, as it became apparent that I
profoundly agreed with almost every point.” In a statement to the
Leveller®, Conservatiev Group Leader, Linda Vijeh noted
“Whilst I was of course disappointed
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Last month we wrote about Amazon, avoiding tax and paying
for the NHS. Three things that it seems to us are inextricably
linked. So it was with some interest that we noted last month
that Denmark had expanded aid programs to business and
employees. The new package was worth 100bn DK (£15bn).
But of particular interest was the fact that “companies which
pay out dividends, buy back their own shares or are registered in
tax havens will not be eligible for business support.”
We are bound to ask why the same criteria are not being
addressed in the UK. Clearly it is not something that can be
said to be “impractical” as the Danes are putting it into
practise! AL
to hear from Charlie that he was planning to resign from his
membership of the Conservative party, I believe it is up to us all as
individuals to follow our convictions. Since his election to South
Somerset District Council barely a year ago, I have been well
aware of Charlie’s frustration and dissatisfaction with the role of
district councillor. He has mentioned to me on more than one
occasion that he felt unsuited to this particular role in representing
the community, especially when it came to planning
matters….What concerns me about Charlie’s decision is that in
deciding to switch parties, he must realise that he was elected
under the Conservative party banner, and in rejecting that
mandate is leaving himself open to much criticism and
disappointment amongst those who voted for him.
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April Fool by the editor
Oh dear. Our older readers may remember the fun Ken
Livingstone had with his cronies at the old Greater London
Council. And, if they do, they might remember that the
Conservative Government under Mrs Thatcher chose April
Fool’s Day to
abolish the
The trust which owns Muscouncil. Time
grove hospital is merging…
moves on, but
lessons are
rarely learned.
Admittedly
Somerset
Partnership NHS
Foundation
Trust and
Taunton and
Somerset NHS
Foundation Trust
would not have
chosen the
middle of a
pandemic as the
ideal moment to
…with Somerset Partnership
complete their
which runs the community
merger. But they
hospitals across Somerset
did choose to do
it on April Fool’s
Day. So, is it a
foolish thing?
Not necessarily.
Admittedly the small fortune in management time spent in
meetings to discuss the name of the new entity caused some
entertainment. The fact that they have emerged with
something as blindingly obvious as ‘Somerset FT’ only begs
the question how could it have taken so many man hours to
come up with that?
Breaking new ground
The new trust merges Musgrove Hospital with Somerset
Partnership’s mental health services and the collection of
community hospitals. The new entity creates the first trust
on the English mainland to provide combined community,
mental health and acute hospital services. It is the cumulation
of work that started in 2017 with the setting up of a joint
executive across the two. Dr Lucy Knight, medical director
for mental health, told The Leveller® “We heard from
colleagues working in a wide range of services across Somerset
about the opportunities that exist to improve care for patients if
our services work together differently. Together we identified what
we want to achieve and now we will work together to make this a
reality.” Well that’s only so much management speak and we
are far too used to hearing it. What does it actually mean in
practise? Is it just waffle? Not this time. There are some
practical examples of what will change in the box to the right.
Fragmented service
This still leaves NHS services in Somerset split:
��
Public health is provided by Somerset County
Council under Director of Public Health, Trudi Grant.
��
The Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) made up
of representatives of Somerset’s GP surgeries gets the NHS
budget and decides how to spend it.
��
Yeovil and District Hospital Trust and the new
Somerset FT provide healthcare services and have to bid for
a share of the money given to the CCG.

��
Charities and private healthcare organisations also
compete with them for NHS money.
This complexity is all in the name of creating an entirely
artificial marketplace in which trusts are meant to compete
with each other. Meanwhile the NHS in Somerset has
accountants, lawyers and dozens of highly paid board
members. The increase in costs over the past two decades is
there for all to see. Identifying the improved efficiency and
cost savings is a little harder.
Perhaps with only two trusts left in the county, the days of
combining all our NHS medical services under one roof are
moving closer.

Underneath the Management Speak
Managers are very good at management speak. But beneath
the words is there any substance? We asked the press team to
give us some real life examples of improvements in the service
to patients that had come about as a result of the merger.
Happily they came up with several. Here are just two, in their
own words:
Talking therapies services at Musgrove Park Hospital
Our talking therapies team has become embedded in services
across Musgrove Park Hospital, including the neonatal unit,
where a talking therapies clinician offers psychological support
to parents who have a sick or premature baby with us. The
team is able to offer support to all parents, including those
whose babies have been discharged and return for our
monthly parent and baby group.
Clinicians from our talking therapies team have been working
within our cardiology service so that every patient who comes
in for a heart-related appointment gets a mental and
emotional health check at the same time. This is all about
checking that the patient is doing OK within themselves, and if
not, we would look to identify ways of supporting them.
When the cardiology nurses have done the work they do, our
talking therapies team will then speak to them.
Helping to keep Motor Neurone Disease patients at
home
Thanks to our two trusts joining together our hospital and
community clinicians have been able to work as one team to
help keep patients with Motor Neurone Disease safely cared
for at home. Our team of specialist nurses, speech and
language therapists, physiotherapists and occupational
therapists work with family doctors to see patients in their
own home saving them the difficult task of getting to hospital.
We now also provide a new home service to help patients
with Motor Neurone Disease who develop breathing
difficulties so they can access the help they need more easily.
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Lost Property? By Hattie Bowler
Let me make it clear, The Leveller® is
not claiming to have predicted COVID19. Not by any stretch of anyone’s
imagination. But, what we did
predict/state throughout 2019 was the
following:
��
the UK property market is
overheated;
��
current commercial property
prices look ambitious;
��
in uncertain times, a mixed
portfolio will prove safer than investing
in one asset class – ie property.
The context was the way in which
three district councils in Somerset:
Mendip, Sedgemoor and South
Somerset (SSDC) plunged hell for
leather into property investment
starting from 2018. The cause was not
of their own making. Starved of central
government funding during the decade
of austerity, they needed an income
stream to be able to pay for services.
Today they have between them more
than £110m in property investments,
split roughly as follows:
● £59m SSDC
● £36m Mendip
● £18m Sedgemoor
Their hope is that the rental income
stream from those property assets will
replace the grant funding they used to
receive from central government.
Exciting returns
Property is of course an easy option.
Returns looked exciting; 7% was being
offered by many of the deals coming to
market. Perhaps their executives had
seen prices recover from the 2008
crash easily enough. Perhaps they were

not old enough to recall the property
downturns of the years following the
much larger 1987/88 property crash.
The fact is that whether it was
coronavirus
or
something
else, putting
all your eggs
in one
basket
never looks
like a good
idea.
Now with
COVID-19
in full swing,
we have
two new pieces of information to
digest. Research by Remit Consulting
suggests that just under 50% of
commercial and residential tenants paid
their rent on time on the last quarter
day (25 March). Commercial property
rentals are traditionally paid on four
quarter days in March, June, September
and December.
With shops closed, restaurants unable
to continue and most staff laid off
under furlough, this is not a big
surprise. The unknown quantity is how
many of those businesses will emerge
on the other side of the current crisis,
in any fit state to pay what is owed.
And if many businesses fail, the impact
will see a fall in demand for commercial
property and – following that – a fall in
prices.
If any other evidence were needed, one
of the biggest pension providers in

Europe, Aviva, provided it. The
company has blocked customers from
accessing property funds in their
portfolio. They cannot move assets
from property to
another form of
investment. They
cannot withdraw
funds from property
investment in cash.
Aviva advises the
block could last for
up to six months.
Inquiry launched
While The Leveller®
has been raising this
as an issue for several
months, government
in Westminster is now showing an
interest too. An inquiry examining
investments in commercial property by
local councils has been launched. The
Public Accounts Committee of MPs will
be taking evidence on the commercial
skills available to local councils making
property investments. The committee
will also question officials from the
Ministry of Housing, Communities, and
Local Government on how it formally
monitors commercial activity and longterm exposure to risk.
The consequences for the £110m+ of
investment made by Somerset’s district
councils are as yet unknown. But they
were never frivolous in intent. They
were made to provide income to pay
for services. A market crash could
significantly impact that income stream
and, with it, the ability to provide
services in the future.

A council’s journey through a pandemic by Leigh Redman
I'm sat here just after lunch on a Wednesday afternoon and
starting my third meeting of the day, I did two prescription
runs before meetings and a foodbank delivery during lunch,
no commuting to and from county hall. My meetings this
morning were all Children related, I am lucky to be able to
observe children service review meetings, these really do
help me with scrutiny meetings, being able to understand the
service helps me help them. This has been our working life
for Councillors and officers alike, and 3,500 colleagues now
for 6-weeks, since Council took the decision to close offices
and restrict access to only specific roles. The workplace has
now become a digital working-space, with Zoom, Skype and
Microsoft Teams our new meeting rooms.
Sudden
The sudden transformation has been incredible. We've been
encouraging and practising different ways of working for
some time (something council describes as 'agile working')
and have worked hard with every side of the business on the
benefits of technology, on how it can help them, their work
and the communities that they serve.
As an indication of the pace of change Somerset County
Council (SCC) has been through, we only started issuing
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smart-phones to our social workers in 2016. Since then, most
of our data is stored in the cloud.
All our councillor meetings are now paperless, with pretty
much nothing printed for us elected members (mostly
paperless, I do use a little paper when chairing meetings). We
have put amazing robots in schools to help children who are
unable to attend due to, for example, ill-health. And our adult
services teams help put innovative technology into people's
homes to support individuals to remain independent for as
long as possible.
Great response
The Covid-19 response has necessitated a huge shift for our
members and staff, in how they work with one another, and
their response has been fantastic. The numbers speak for
themselves, so from February to March (and remember that
'lockdown' happened mid-March), the number of meetings
using MS Teams increased from 450 to 4,300, chat messages
from 44,000 to 180,000, Skype call time for staff went from
162,000 to just under a million minutes, and of course email
traffic went up, by a third.
Of course these new ways of working mean we also must be
careful about how people work, how they feel and think and
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how we're looking after one another. A very simple view, but staff that look after one
another will result in better services and outcomes for our County. So officers have
put in place a range of programmes to look at wellbeing, with a calendar of webinars,
courses, guidance on how to look after yourself at home. We know that some staff
will encounter some horrible situations due to Covid-19, so we have support in place
for those events. And there's the social side of things to support, so we have
corporate events such as 'Shout Outs' for staff that praises good work or actions, a
service wide Virtual Pub Quiz (with officers beating members easily).
Keep the changes
Our next challenge is how we keep the changes
that work, as we look towards SCC of the
future. I am excited too how the future could
look, I see there being much demand of wanting to return to the old ways of working and
there have been some amazing changes to how we get things done. Scrutiny will have
gone virtual by the time you read this. On the other hand, there is always a need for
personal and face-to-face interaction.
Now though we must ask how we can use these changes to improve the design and
delivery of what we do, ensuring our communities are more involved in our work and
our entire Council, officers and members is more focused on improving lives in these
communities.

The wrong pandemic by the editor
In October 2016 the UK government ran a national pandemic
exercise codenamed Exercise Cygnus. The report of its
findings have remained classified to this day. That has not
stopped a number of national newspapers speculating on
what the findings were. Or in some cases publishing ‘leaked’
information which may or may not be reliable.
However, the then chief medical officer Sally Davies did offer
a public comment on the exercise in December 2016 at the
World Innovation Summit for Health. She explained “We’ve
just had in the UK a three-day exercise on flu, on a pandemic that
killed a lot of people. It became clear that we could not cope with
the excess bodies.”
Warnings unheeded
This revealed one other thing. The pandemic the exercise
was modelled on was an outbreak of influenza. Sally Davies
also concluded from the exercise that Britain would have
‘inadequate ventilation’. In other words insufficient ventilation
machines, which keep oxygen pumping in patients critically ill
with a respiratory disease such as influenza or of course, as
we now know, the coronavirus. This appears to be supported
by the publication of a House of Commons Library paper on
28 April “Coronavirus: Ventilator availability in the UK”. The
paper stated that at the start of the outbreak the NHS had
8,175 ventilators available. This was against a need initially
assessed at 30,000, but later revised down by Health
Secretary Matt Hancock to 18,000.
Insufficient PPE
This led the Institute for Government (IfG) to conclude in a
recent report that the UK’s national pandemic stockpile of
personal protective equipment (PPE) was designed to
respond to an outbreak of pandemic influenza. The IfG note
that influenza is a less infectious and virulent disease adding
that “As such, it was ready to supply around 200 NHS trusts with
PPE, rather than the over 50,000 NHS providers, GP surgeries,
care homes and hospices that have required it in recent weeks.”
Which is why when the pandemic broke out organisations
such as Somerset County Council had no stocks of PPE.
Hence the rapid scrambling around to source PPE for our
care homes. Something they managed as well as could be
hoped in extremis. But that still left many without the PPE
they needed.
One other comment of interest in the IfG report was around
the procurement process in the NHS. They note “The NHS

has never had to cope with a public health crisis on this scale
before. The main problems identified with NHS procurement in
recent government reviews have been inefficiencies and poor
procurement capability. Recent Institute for Government research
found that procurement capability in the NHS is still seen by civil
servants as a weakness.”
Sadly these observations have turned out to be accurate.
Once the crisis is over, questions will need to be asked about
why so much of the need in the crisis had been predicted in
advance of it, but not acted upon.
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Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright
Payroll support from the government
Last month we looked at the range of government support
being offered during the pandemic. At that point the one
offer that had yet to be up and running, was payroll support.
That all change don 20 April when a new government website
got up and running. And remarkably, did not crash.
If you cannot maintain your current workforce because your
operations have been severely affected by coronavirus
(COVID-19), you can furlough employees. This effectively
means putting them on compulsory leave. During this time
they cannot work for you.
This is a temporary scheme put in place for the 4 months
starting 1 March 2020. Of course it may be extended if
necessary and employers can use this scheme at anytime
during this period.
In order to claim you will need to go online. The service
should be simple to use and any support you need is available
on the GOV.UK website.
So here are some of the key things that you’ll need to know:
Only employees which were on the payroll on 28 February
2020 can be furloughed.
An employer can claim up to 80% of the fixed salary. The
employer only has to pay the 80% but can, voluntarily pay
more, although anything above 80% is at the employer’s cost
and cannot be reclaimed.
Reference point
Where an employee is on a fixed salary, the salary before tax
at 28 February will be used. Any non compulsory
commission, bonus and fees should be ignored.
To make a claim, you will need your Government Gateway
user ID and password. You should have nbeen given this
when you first registered for PAYE online. On top of that
when you get online you’ll need:
��
to be registered for PAYE online
��
your UK bank account number and sort code
��
your employer PAYE scheme reference number
��
the number of employees being furloughed
��
each employee’s National Insurance number
��
each employee’s payroll or employee number
(optional)
��
the start date and end date of the claim
��
the full amount you’re claiming for including
employer National Insurance contributions and employer
minimum pension contributions
��
your phone number
��
contact name
Once you’ve claimed, HMRC will give you a claim reference
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number. HMRC will then check your claim and if they are
satisfied they’ll pay you by Bacs into your bank account within
6 working days.
Pension and NI
Our current understanding is that HMRC will pay Employer
NI (National Insurance) contributions and contractual Auto
Enrolment pension contributions. We assume that the £4,000
Employment Allowance (reduction in Employer NI) will be
taken into account when assessing NI refunds.
What does this mean in practise? Hopefully 6 days after you
claim you’ll receive the money from HMRC, it covers PAYE,
salary and NI, but actually don’t worry what it covers, it is
what you are going to get! Then everything you do is as you
would usually do it. On pay day you pay your employees their
calculated net pay. When your NI/PAYE is due you pay that
in full as you’d usually do.
Records
You will of course need to do some record keeping (unless
of course you have wisely passed this function on to your
friendly accountant).
This will involve you doing the following:
��
Noting the amount claimed and claim period for each
employee
��
Noting the claim reference number for your records
��
Keep your calculations in case HMRC need more
information about your claim
��
Tell your employees that
you have made a claim and that they
do not need to take any more
action
��
Pay your employee their
wages, if you have not already, with
the furlough money clearly shown
on the payslip
Lindsey Wright is a partner in
Accounting Angels of Somerton

Frome Company wins
Queen’s Award
Search Johnston Limited was awarded a Queen’s Award for
Enterprise in the 2020 list published on 21 April. The business
which trades under the name Kaiasm is based in Whatley just
to the west of Frome and is…well quite hard to describe. It
focuses on ‘big data’ and machine learning, artificial intelligence
to help suppliers find customers.
This is how they describe what they do… “Kaiasm clients carry
products that they know are wanted in their marketplace; they
learn to use the words their customers use, learn to categorise how
they categorise and to think how they think. This is the new model
of demand-and-supply; a new model that we call Demand
Economics.”
By using and manipulating data the company creates marketing
tools for clients looking to find a more efficient way of getting
in touch with customers who want their product. Equally they
can work on producing data that identifies customers being
supplied with their rivals’ products too.
If that sounds complicated, the fact that clients include
accountancy firm EY, the NHS, Clarks and Screwfix should tell
you that this is data and marketing information that people
want to have.
Meanwhile we simply add our congratulations to them on
their Queen’s Award…

Business News

Legally Speaking by Catherine Murton (Partner & Head of Private Clients, Pardoes Solicitors)
Lockdown certainly gives us the opportunity to discover our
hidden talents and strengths. My partner, Martin, has built a
deck in our garden having never done any DIY in his life.
YouTube tutorials and a lot of patience have paid off! For my
part, I ventured into the darkness of our inglenook fireplace
to rescue a pigeon that haplessly fluttered down one evening.
I have never been very brave with flapping birds and there
was real satisfaction (for me and the pigeon!) when I released
it outside. These are strange times but we can only make the
best of them and maybe come out of the other side truly
appreciating the little things, like a hug or a bag of chips at the
seaside.
It is easy to focus on the negatives, especially with media
reports of people being abusive to workers in supermarkets,
photographs of groups sunbathing in parks and businesses
struggling to survive but, personally, I have seen many acts of
kindness and there is a real sense of the Community
protecting our elderly and vulnerable. On a day-to-day basis
this can mean dropping groceries and medication on the
doorstep or ringing those in total isolation just for a chat.
However, what about assisting with bill payments or
insurance renewals and, very importantly, who will make
welfare decisions if that person is unable to make decisions
for themselves? For those people who have already executed
Lasting Power of Attorney for Property and Financial Affairs
and Health and Welfare, these decisions can be taken by the
named Attorneys. Health decisions can only be made on
behalf of someone if they are unable to make the decisions
for themselves. However, for those in total isolation, the
Property and Financial Affairs Power of Attorney can be used
with the donor’s permission.
If you are an Attorney for someone in a care home it is

essential that you provide the home with a
certified copy of the Lasting Power of Attorney.
This will ensure that the Attorneys are
consulted on all health decisions if the donor
cannot make those decisions for themselves. It
is a very powerful document that gives the
Attorneys the legal right to overrule decisions
made by all health professionals and Social Services, although of
course mostly this would not be necessary.
When my team prepare Lasting Power of Attorney documents
for clients we often include guidance on matters such as
resuscitation, care preferences, artificial feeding and any other
viewpoint that the donor may feel strongly about. This can be
incredibly useful as a starting point on the type of care that
should be provided and ensures that the donor’s wishes are
respected.
Client confidentiality means that, without a Lasting Power of
Attorney, care homes, GPs and hospitals will not share
information with anyone. It can leave concerned relatives and
friends somewhat in the dark and frustrated at not being able
to assist their loved ones. It can also mean decisions being
taken by someone who barely knows the patient.
If you would like advice on using a Power of Attorney where
you are the appointed Attorney or would like to execute a
Lasting Power of Attorney then please contact me on 01935
382680 or, alternatively, at catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk.
Pardoes are offering full client legal services throughout the
pandemic via telephone and video conferencing. We can
arrange for all necessary documents to be signed or certified
as necessary and will make home visits where appropriate,
adopting all social distancing protocols. There is no charge for
an initial enquiry so please call if we can be of any assistance.
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I’ll tell you anything - but not that

Spiral Path

My bank has been pretty active during the pandemic. They
now have my mobile number and so like to send me texts.
What they have been keen to tell me is that they’ve knocked
£4 off my account in monthly charges. I’m pleased that they no
longer send me a statement with three full sheets of A4 to tell
me this like they used to. So far so good.
Then they wrote to tell me that they knew it was difficult for
businesses. So they wouldn’t be charging interest on
overdrafts or fees up until 12 June. Also good news, but
actually something Government told them to do so they didn’t
have much choice. They didn’t mention the Government bit.
A day or two later they wrote again. This time to tell me that
a personal overdraft up to £750 would also be interest free,
this time until 9 July. Again good news, but also something
Government told them to do so they didn’t have any choice.
Again, they didn’t mention the Government bit.
Then another bit of advice for businesses. Why don’t I make
sure I have claimed my grant; as a small business I could apply
to my Local Authority to get one. Good advice, but notably
promoting something that would be healthy for my bank
account and wouldn’t cost my bank a penny.
Keeping quiet
OK perhaps I am being unfair. But here is the critical point. In
over a month of keeping in touch with me about personal and
business accounts there is one topic my bank has NEVER
mentioned. The fact that I can apply for a COVID-19
emergency loan from my bank of up to £25,000 and it will be
80% guaranteed by the government. In other words if the loan
doesn’t go bad the banks make money on interest. If the loan
does go bad, the taxpayer picks up 80% of the outstanding
amount. Well by the time you read this it will be 100%
guaranteed by the government up to £50,000.
Why?
The 100% guarantee was brought in because banks were not
lending any money under the scheme. Even when it was 80%
underwritten by the tax payer. All the things the bank has
promoted to me by text either:
��
cost the banks nothing or
��
they had no choice over it so they made a virtue of
necessity.
So now the taxpayer will take all the risk, and the banks will
get the first year’s interest on every loan paid by the
government. The whole point of banking used to be you put
money at risk and then you took a reward commensurate
with that risk. Now in a moment of national emergency, banks
have sat back with their hands in their pockets.
Finally our Government have blinked first. Albeit they have
done so in the national interest and so, to some extent or
other, should be applauded. But why should we accept a
situation where banks can take 100% of the reward while
accepting 0% of the risk. What a shame that the Chancellor
did not have the time to organise all the loan funding, the risk
and the reward, to be through the public purse via a state
bank.
So with the prospect of a 100% guaranteed loan (officially
referred to as a “bounce back” loan) on the horizon, I went
onto the Barclays website on Monday 4th may to see what was
what. The link offered by Barlcays promised an online
application form. What it actually did, was take me through to
an out of date page offering me a phone number to apply
through. On calling it up I was told I could expect to wait for
an hour for a response.
It seems even with full government backing, some banks are
still not helping get money to some businesses.

During the pandemic we are lending our pages to help businesses
get across their message. Some are obviously closed and with no
option but to stay closed. Some are open and allowed to be so. Yet
some are caught with a foot in both camps, needing equipment in a
work setting and not able to work remotely. So for those that are
open or partly open we using our pages to help you know what
they are up to.
This that follows is from Spiral path the book restorers in
Langport….
Like most people and businesses Spiral Path Book Studio Ltd,
a book and paper conservation and bookbinding business in
Langport, has been affected by coronavirus (COVID-19).
We will be temporarily closing our studio for May and June
2020 as we have had very little new work since March of this
year, but we plan to re-open again in July 2020.
During May and June we will be able to answer any queries
regarding book and paper conservation, bookbinding,
digitisation of family history material (such as letters and
diaries) and archival storage boxes so if you come across any
books, bibles, diaries or documents that you would like to
preserve for yourself or future generations please contact us
for information. We will be able to commence working on
items from July 2020.
Please take a look at our website for extensive information
about our services and experience, including before and after
photographs of our work.
Paul Taylor is an Institute of Conservation accredited book
and paper conservator with over 30 years’s experience in
conservation and hand bookbinding having worked in
institutions such as The National Archives in London and
Canterbury Cathedral Archives. He was also Preservation
Manager for Auckland Council in New Zealand from 2004
until 2007; when we established Spiral Path Book Studio Ltd as
a freelance book and paper conservation business working for
institutions and individuals in Auckland and from all over New
Zealand. We returned to the UK in 2017.
Our customers include The University of Bristol, Bristol
Archives, Wells Cathedral Library, Bristol Music Trust, UK
Hydrographic Office and many private collectors and
individuals.
As a company we are committed to the care of cultural
heritage and all our work complies with international best
practice including the ‘European Confederation of
Conservator-Restorers Professional Standards’ and the
Institute of Conservation’s ‘Code of Conduct and Professional
Standards’. All our work is hand-made and we retain and reuse all original materials where possible.
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Free Online Business Support
Somerset accountancy firm Albert Goodman are able to stay
open as a business. However with in person meetings now not
possible, they have found other ways to help their clients.
They have created a dedicated online portal to support local
businesses through the coronavirus pandemic. The portal,
which can be found at www.albertgoodman.co.uk contains
video webinars and guides on areas such as the job retention
scheme, preserving cash flow, and the variety of grants and
loans that are available to business.
In addition there is a Job Retention Scheme calculator which
employers can download to help them accurately calculate the
JRS claims they will need to make for furloughed staff. The
calculator can be found at https://albertgoodman.co.uk/jobretention-scheme-calculator/

Jobs

Job Columns

Chairman of the League of Friends of Yeovil Hospital
'Desirable Attributes' or Job Spec
Available in May 2020!
The Friends of Yeovil Hospital is a voluntary organisation and registered charity which each
year donates around £160,000 from funds it has raised for special equipment and services
that the NHS is unable to provide.
Funds come from various sources, most particularly from our very successful Friends'
Hospital Shop enterprises and from legacies and special fund-raising events.
Desirable Attributes
Experience in private sector business
Knowledge of marketing, public relations and fund-raising
Ability to connect with all members of staff across departments
Keenness to engage with the hospital's work and to understand how The Friends can bring benefit to all departments
Confidence to challenge Trust Board Members
Support the work and needs of The Friends' Shop
Represent The Friends to other local groups and committees
The Chairman's responsibilities include:
Chairing the committee meeting six times a year to discuss how its funds will be disbursed
Chairing The Friends' AGM and presenting at the hospital's AGM
Overall responsibility for fund-raising events, their organisation, budgeting, publicity and public relations
Engaging with the wider community (Yeovil footprint) through fund-raising events
Liaising and informing Yeovil Hospital's Trust Board and other managers
Providing relevant information to the hospital's Membership, Governors and Communications team
Attending courses and workshops relevant to The Friends/hospital wider healthcare issues
The current Chairman, Mrs Anne Bennett BEM, who is retiring after eighteen years in post, would be very pleased to talk to
anyone interested in this role. 01935 823271 or tbennettcoat@gmail.com
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My Somerset Home
by Hattie Bowler
You’ll appreciate we have been inundated with press releases
over the last few weeks. There is nothing like a lockdown to
send PR agencies into a frenzy of activity. Mostly they vary
from the mundane to the pointless. But the following one
stood out for sheer bad taste; which in the PR world is a
significant achievement.
We are told that “Experts from personal finance website
TheMoneyPig.com say the UK could see a cosmetic surgery
bonanza as fed-up Brits prepare to treat themselves to a new look
after lockdown. The experts claim an expected combination of
discounts and special offers from clinics eager to recoup lost
business, along with a peak in demand from Brits keen to make a
change after months at home, could lead to a rush for cosmetic
procedures such as tummy tucks and facelifts.”
And as a prize example of being out of touch with reality this
takes some beating “Clinics could offer great deals on boob and
nose jobs later this summer as Britons go crazy for post-lockdown
cosmetic surgery.
Like with any rebound sector post-pandemic, customers will be
looking to spend their cash….” Apparently the millions of
furloughed workers and the surge in Universal Credit
applications have passed the “Experts from personal finance
website TheMoneyPig.com” by.
Post-pandemic perspective
Still, not to worry if you are on universal credit and desperate
for a boob and/or nose job as boredom relief. For those same
experts are telling us that “would-be patients … should … shop
around for the best deals and be prepared to bargain with clinics to
get the best post-lockdown discounts.” They are even prepared
to insult you by putting a price on the largesse available “With
savings ranging from 30% to 90% off for varying UK procedures,
looking closer to home may be the more sensible decision. The
larger procedures such as breast enlargement, can cost anywhere
from £3,500 to £5,000 in the UK. With a potential 30% reduction,
customers are set to make a considerable saving of up to £1,500.”
At Leveller® Towers we are by and large inclined to live with
what blessings nature has (and to some extent or other, has
not) bestowed upon us. And if anything this press release has
made us more determined than ever to abstain! So when
those experts tell us “We are expecting to see huge spikes in
bookings post-pandemic as many Brits will be treating themselves
and searching for the feel-good factor again” we sincerely hope
they are proved wrong.
Maybe if this pandemic teaches us anything, it is to love
ourselves the way we are and focus on the things that really
matter.
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Shopping with Dignity and Choice
Across Somerset loads of volunteers have set up local
organisations to try and ensure their community is looked
after. Local charity Fair Frome is just one of those. Staff,
volunteers and partners have been working flat out during
the COVID-19 crisis. Their prime focus has been the food
bank in Frome Town Hall. Not surprisingly given the impact
of the pandemic, they have seen an unprecedented 3-fold
increase in demand due to the rise in the number of
unemployed and furloughed workers.
Many people who rely on the foodbank also have chronic
health problems and are being forced to self-isolate putting
added stress on many individuals and families.
However a foodbank in a fixed location, valuable resopurce
as it may be, does not tick all the boxes in the midst of a
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pandemic. So Fair Frome has been looking at imaginative ways
to ensure they can reach those most in need. One of these is
through local schools which all remain open not just to
accommodate children of key workers but also to continue
the invaluable outreach and pastoral work they do with many
of the most vulnerable children and families in the town.
Bob Ashford Fair Frome Chair of Trustees explains “It’s
become obvious to us here at Fair Frome over the past few weeks
that local schools are playing an invaluable role during the crisis in
reaching out to children and families. The closure of schools and
with it the closure of Breakfast Clubs and school based free
schools’ meals has had a huge impact on families who are already
struggling. We know that Head Teachers and staff are doing all
they can to ensure that children get some provision of food
through a combination of sandwiches/hampers and the Govt
school vouchers. Fair Frome has helped through providing
additional food supplies, redirecting fresh food to schools that want
it and more targeted help through the food bank. We have now
though also issued supermarket Store Cards and fruit and veg
vouchers for SK Fruits to every First School, and Supermarket Store
Cards to both Middle Schools and Frome College for all children on
income related free school meals, totalling 750 children. These can
be exchanged locally and allow families to shop with choice and
dignity. The vouchers will be distributed through schools. We have
only been able to do this with the help and generosity of local
charities, businesses, Councils and individuals. We want to do
everything we can to help those individuals and families who are
being severely hit by this crisis and will continue to look for ways to
do this.”
AL

My Somerset Home

A four bedroom detached house on a sought after development close to local amenities. Further accommodation comprises
lounge/diner, kitchen, cloakroom, family bathroom and an integral garage. Other benefits include double glazing, central heating
and no onward chain.

Price £305,000 freehold
Contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or english-homes.co.uk
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Flour Power by the editor
Last month we marvelled at the fact that home baking during
the lockdown had cleared the flour from our supermarket
shelves. This month, with flour still very hard to come by, we
look at what the problem is.
The UK is not self sufficient in wheat, although it used to be
and it could be still. If that sounds odd, bear with me. In 2017,
we produced 15.2 million tonnes of wheat. Of which around
14% is exported. Make sense? Well yes until you realise that
around 11% of the wheat we consume is imported. That may
seem bonkers, but that’s just how global trade works.
However, for the purposes of looking at flour production you
can say we are to all intents and purposes self sufficient.
Unprecedented demand
So what about flour? Well unsurprisingly we are also selfsufficient in flour production. In fact the National Association
of British and Irish Millers (NABIM) tell us we produce about
90,000 tonnes every week. Now that’s more than enough for
everyone who wants flour in normal times. But most of that
flour does not go to retail; 96% of flour produced goes direct
to food manufacturers and bakeries in tankers or else 16kg or
25kg units. The rest – the portion we buy in shops and
supermarkets – is usually sold in 1.5kg bags. And we usually
buy around two million of these bags every week.
Alex Waugh, the Chief Executive of NABIM tells us that, on
average, each of the 27.5 million households in the UK buys a
bag of flour every 14 weeks. Since the COVID 19 outbreak
and the subsequent lockdown, those numbers have gone out
of the window, or rather through the roof.
Mr Waugh explains “UK millers have been working round the
clock…. milling flour 24 hours a day seven days a week to
double the production of retail flour in an effort to meet
demand.”
Remember our normal consumption is two million bags a
week. Now with production lines at a maximum 3.5 million to
four million bags are being produced weekly. That will only
allow 15% of all households to buy one bag of flour per week.
Bagging problems
And this is not proving enough. And here is the problem; the
production lines to bag up flour in 1.5kg bags are at full
capacity. They simply can’t make any more without building
new “bagging” lines to handle 1.5kg bags. Something that
cannot be done overnight and would, in all probability, only
have a short lifespan during the pandemic. It doesn’t make a
lot of sense for producers to build specialist lines that won’t
be needed in six months when production drops back to two
million or so bags a week.
Where to find yours!
So what else can be done? Mr Waugh suggests “one option is
for retailers and wholesalers to stock larger bags of flour and
we have been in contact with retailers to compile a list of
outlets that are now selling larger bags of flour to the public.
The NABIM website lists two suppliers local to Somerset (OK
so one is in Sherborne but it’s close to Yeovil) who are selling
flour to the public in larger bags and they are:
Sharpham Park Flour Mill, Walton Nr Street, BA16 9SA
(Online orders only) https://www.sharphampark.com/
Hunt's, Ludbourne Road, Dorset, DT9 3NJ 01935 810200
We also spoke to The Bridge in Langport, the bakery and cafe
by the, err, bridge over the River Parrett. They are selling
bagged flour from their stock as part of their
shop and takeaway service. You can get flour in
3kg bags and they have plain, strong white and
granary available. Phone 01458 897100 or email
on claire@thebridgelangport.co.uk
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At The Farm Gate

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith

By Helen Walker

Homemade

Corona virus continues to make an impact but our farming life
continues somewhat curtailed, but largely as usual. The ewes
are still lambing, the pigs still growing and the hens continue to
lay.
The cattle, which have been overwintered in the yards, now
know it is the right time to go back onto the moor for the
summer.
The bull has been TB tested and will shortly return to his
owner. The cows with calves are the first to go out. This
process can be a trifle tricky as the cows know exactly what is
going on. Their calves, however, which have been born in the
buildings over the winter, haven’t been out on the moor and
haven’t got a clue.
Theory
To get from the yard to the moor is quite easy. You need to
come out of the yard, take a sharp left and go down a very
narrow lane. The lane has a 90 degree bend at the bottom
and then it is just a matter of going straight on into the field.
What could possibly go wrong?
Practice
Two years ago, the cows came storming out of the yard,
disappeared down the lane and around the bend, leaving the
calves dithering and then panicking and unable to see their
mothers. We had calves trying to get under gates and one
even went to the top of the dung ramp.
Graham had a cunning plan for last year. I was chosen as the
sacrificial lamb. All you need to do, he said, is stand a little
way down the lane and stop the cows until all of the calves are
out with them. I was somewhat sceptical as I thought they
would probably just run me over. It is such a narrow lane that
there is nowhere to go if they decide take off. It did work
however and we did a bit of “what’s the time Mr. Wolf”
where I kept stopping and looking back. Although by the time
we were half way down the lane there was a lot of heavy
breathing down my neck (and no, it wasn’t Graham) they were
very respectful. Even when Graham said they could go, with
me flattened against the hedge, they didn’t rush on until they
had gone past.
Mr Wolf
This year was the same sort of plan but with Joe acting as “Mr
Wolf”. I was put at the bottom of the lane just to make sure
everyone went straight into the field and didn’t carry on onto
the drove. Nice quiet job, he even supplied a chair!
Didn’t go quite to plan though and unfortunately I didn’t get to
sit quietly on my chair. They all charged down the lane and
into the field except one little red calf that decided to go
behind the gate and into the hedge. How it managed it I am
still not sure, but it would have put Harry Potter and his nine
and threequarters platform to shame. It hit the hedge and
kept going, completely disappearing. The hedge is not one
that you just pop through to the other side. It runs parallel to
the fence and has a small ditch at the base. Luckily it kept
running and half way up the field found a gap in our side of the
hedge and popped out. A bit disorientated but none the
worse for the experience, it joined mother. Hedges rather
than ditches seemed to be our “Achilles Heel” this year, with
yet another calf diving into one. Joe, Graham and I all had to
be deployed to get this one out. It has been named “Hedge
Monkey”. That rescue, however, is a story for another time.

Spring in the vineyard is the busiest time of year. Having just
finished winter pruning, we are keeping an eye out for late
frosts – so far so good. We are tying down the canes that will
carry this year’s crop and then picking out only the best
shoots most likely to bear fruit. This year we’re managing to
keep up with everything for obvious reasons!
Our other big news in spring is that it’s generally when we
have new wine. Unfortunately as of this moment, our 2019 is
still sitting in a tank. The winery is working with a skeleton
crew and so we have no idea when it will be bottled. In terms
of quality this won’t affect the wine but this is the time of year
when everybody wants to drink it.
What has arrived back is our 2015 Sparkling which we are
very excited about. Every year you learn a little more about
the style of wine that your vines will produce and we think
that this one is potentially our best so far. In usual times much
of it would be winging its way up to bars and restaurants in
London but these aren’t usual times. Like many businesses
we’re having to change how we do things and so we’ve spent
the last couple of weeks building a new website and online
shop to sell the various wines from around the world that we
have a hand in as well as our own from Higher
Plot. www.smithandevans.co.uk
Who knows if it will work but, if
nothing else it’s been fun talking to
customers and the occasional delivery
day gets us out of the house.
Keep supporting local businesses, we
are selling bits and bobs online but we’ll
struggle to do a comprehensive range.
One very good value wine merchant
that is doing local deliveries is Paddy
Magill
(pictured) at https://vinewine.co.uk/ Worth dropping him a
line if you want to keep your
supplies to see you through a few
more days of sunshine and isolation.

Please support our advertisers!

We bring you the Leveller free every month. We could
not do that without the commercial support of our
advertisers. Please support them as they have supported
us.
This has never been more true than it is today.
With Coronavirus shutting down so many local
businesses, even if they can trade online or they are food
businesses, things are tight like never before.
Once again many advertisers have been kind to us,
supporting us when perhaps they did not need to
advertise.
We know that you may not be able to use their services
today, but please remember them when the county is
open again and offer them the
support they have offered to us.
They are all local businesses and
by supporting them you will
Helen Walker and husband Graham own School Farm and the
help to grow our Somerset
farm shop at Muchelney which you can contact on 01458 251 127
economy.
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Subscribe to The Leveller®….
But let patience be your virtue!
I confess this is an ad for something we may not be
able to deliver! We know our readers enjoy getting
a free paper every month.
However if you would like your copy delivered to
your home, and don’t mind paying for it, you can
subscribe for £30 a year.
You can do that via our website
https://leveller.live/subscriptions/
Or by sending a cheque payable to Even Handed
Licensing Limited to Great Western House,
Westover, Langport TA10 9RB
But….
Having said that let me be up front with you. We
are not sure we will be able to produce a May
edition at all.
So when I ask if you’ll think about subscribing - and I
am doing that right now - it is in the knowledge that
you will get 12 editions Of The Leveller®. It is just
that they might not be from May, but perhaps June
or July instead.
And, again let me be direct, any new subscriptions
we do get will also help us through a difficult period
and we’ll be there when all this is over to bring you
the news just like before. Thank you.
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Cobbs Column by Jane Rodger
Stormy times
In the midst of the uncertainty of corona virus and the
vulnerability we feel in this situation it is comforting to know
there are two very simple supplements available that might
help our immune systems, increase our sense of well-being
and boost our immunity. The secret weapon for protecting
our immunity and to help fight the virus is to prepare our
bodies to deal with the onslaught without over reacting and
creating a response called cytokine storm. This is an overreaction of the immune system that drastically increases
inflammation in the respiratory system.
Last month I wrote about the virtues of Vitamin C. This
month I want to focus on Vitamin D3.
Research is ongoing regarding the link between Vit D3 and
corona virus, although early research shows that those with
adequate levels of this vitamin seem better equipped to fight
the virus. They are less subject to the cytokine storm which
causes the biggest inflammatory complication in the
respiratory system.
Psychologically Vit d3 helps to lift the mood creating a more
positive mindset for those who may be feeling the effects of
isolation, depression, and general low mood. The elderly are
most in need of this vitamin especially if isolating and not able
to go out into the sunshine as vitamin D3 is the same form of
. contact. The ideal dose is between 1000 and 3000
D that the sun provides us with converting into the vitamin on skin
international units daily depending on whether or not you go outside for any length of time.
Both supplements (Vitamin C and D3) are inexpensive and an excellent boost for your body. Although neither is a cast iron
preventative they will certainly help you stay well and nourished on both a physical and emotional level during this uncertain
time.
Stay safe, eat well, rest, exercise, and most importantly stay positive!

Cats in a lockdown
Unlike dogs, cats are not easy creatures
to give instructions to. As cat charity
Cats Protection told us, a pandemic is a
time when owning a cat can present
you with a number of problems.
Vet access
So the first problem for cat owners is
accessing a vet, especially for nonurgent work. Like everybody else, vets
are under the cosh in these unusual
circumstances. Veterinary surgeries will
have procedures in place to assist with
social distancing, but it can still be
tricky. You should contact your vet in
advance to find out if the journey is
necessary and urgent. Don’t take your
cat straight to them until you know it is
something the vet can help with.
Otherwise you are causing needless
distress to your cat. Hopefully it is
obvious that if you are shielded or selfisolating, you will need to arrange for a
family member or friend to take your
cat to the vet for you.
If you have recently acquired a cat that
needs to be neutered, but hadn’t been
when the lockdown struck you are
likely to need to be patient. Neutering
is not classed as an urgent operation,
so you may find it difficult to get a vet
to do this. The advice from Cats
Protection is to keep your cat or kitten
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indoors. If you own two cats of
different genders, you are advised to
keep them apart as much as is practical.
Plan ahead
Be prepared for all eventualities. What
happens if you or a loved one comes
down with the virus and you cannot be
there to care for your cat? You can
appoint a family member or friend to
act as a ‘cat advocate’ to help in
extremis. Local authorities have a duty
of care and therefore having your cat
advocate’s details to hand would help
facilitate the best care for your cat if
you are not present or able to cope.
Keep your cat calm. The current
situation will be as strange for your cat
as it is for you. Having strange people
in the house or being able to go in and
out less often than usual disrupts a cat’s
routine and that can be stressful for the
cat.
Cats Protection advises that unusual
behaviour from your kitty may be a
result of stress. Cats do not respond to
punishment, it will only make them
more stressed; instead provide them
with plenty of entertainment such as
puzzle feeders or fishing-rod toys and
always ensure they have quiet places to
hide. More ideas and information can
be found at www.cats.org.uk/behaviour

And finally a plea from Cats Protection.
Please do not get muddled over cats
and coronavirus. Feline Coronavirus
(FCov) is a common contagious virus
that does not affect other animals or
people and is not associated with the
disease COVID-19!
British Veterinary Association
statement on cats and COVID-19
We are not advising that all cats are
kept indoors. Only cats from infected
households or where their owners are
self-isolating, and only if the cat is happy
to be kept indoors. Some cats cannot
stay indoors due to stress-related
medical reasons.
There have been a tiny number of cases
of COVID-19 in animals and, in all
cases, it is likely that the transmission
was human to animal. There is no
evidence that pets can pass COVID-19
to their owners. From the small
number of cases it appears that dogs do
not show symptoms, but cats can show
clinical signs of the disease.
It is also the case that animals can act
as fomites, as the virus could be on
their fur in the same way it is on other
surfaces, such as tables and doorknobs.
That’s why our main advice for pet
owners continues to be to practise
good hand hygiene.
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Unlike dogs, cats are not easy creatures to give instructions
to. As cat charity Cats Protection told us, a pandemic is a time
when owning a cat can present you with a number of
problems.
Vet access
So the first problem for cat owners is accessing a vet,
especially for non-urgent work. Like everybody else, vets are
under the cosh in these unusual circumstances. Veterinary
surgeries will have procedures in place to assist with social
distancing, but it can still be tricky. You should contact your
vet in advance to find out if the journey is necessary and
urgent. Don’t take your cat straight to them until you know it
is something the vet
can help with.
Otherwise you are
causing needless
distress to your cat.
Hopefully it is
obvious that if you
are shielded or selfisolating, you will
need to arrange for
a family member or
friend to take your
cat to the vet for
you.
If you have recently acquired a cat that needs to be neutered,
but hadn’t been when the lockdown struck you are likely to
need to be patient. Neutering is not classed as an urgent
operation, so you may find it difficult to get a vet to do this.
The advice from Cats Protection is to keep your cat or kitten
indoors. If you own two cats of different genders, you are
advised to keep them apart as much as is practical.

Can tradespeople still work in my home?
New advice has been issued to households in Somerset to
help answer questions over whether maintenance or
servicing work can still be carried out in the home during the
COVID-19 lockdown. According to a survey conducted
before the pandemic, over half of UK homeowners were
planning to have work completed on their property during
2020. Can that work still go ahead? OFTEC, the registration
body for off-grid heating work, has answered some of the
most common questions to help homeowners in Somerset
comply with government advice and stay safe.
Can work continue in my home?
Repair and maintenance work can be carried out by a
tradesperson providing no one in your, or the tradesperson’s,
family are showing any COVID-19 symptoms. However, twometre social distancing rules must be followed and regular
handwashing is recommended. It may also be worth
considering whether it might be
better to postpone ‘non-essential
work’.
Are there circumstances when
work must not be carried out
in my home?
Work should not be carried out in
households where occupants are
self-isolating or being ‘shielded’. If
there is an urgent need to address a
direct risk to those living in the
property, such as emergency
plumbing or repair work, this can go
ahead if the tradesperson is willing

to do it. Additional precautions may also need to be put in
place.
If it is safe to carry out work in my home, what
should I expect?
Many tradespeople have introduced additional precautionary
measures and it is important to follow these carefully. These
should include:
o Asking you to stay in a separate room while the work is
completed
o Requesting doors and windows are open to increase
ventilation
o Adapting payment methods, eg no paper invoices or cash
payments
o Wearing Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
o Regularly washing their hands and bringing their own towel
o Declining refreshments if offered
Can I still have heating oil
delivered?
Yes. There are 47,000 households in
Somerset who rely on oil to heat their
homes and, fortunately, the price of oil
has plummeted which is a welcome
relief when many incomes have been
reduced. However, delivery times may
be slightly longer than normal so
regularly check your oil level to
ensure you don’t run out. Some oil
delivery firms are prioritising
vulnerable households, so ask your
provider if you fall into this category.
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The Garden in lockdown in May
Those of us with gardens have been
rather lucky to be stuck at home in the
sun all April. We have been messing
about in the garden as much as
circumstances will allow. Unfortunately,
the garden centres have closed so
supplies are not easy to come by. They
are considered non- essential
requirements, which is
incomprehensible to a gardener in
spring.
Surely a garden centre is perfectly
suited to outdoor, one-way route,
COVID-compliant, one rake- lengthapart shopping? I would feel safer
there than going to a supermarket.
Billions of pounds-worth of seasonal
perishable goods will be binned if this
policy continues much longer.
Many plant wholesalers, nurseries and
seed companies are still despatching
orders, but their Covid protocol slows
down the order processing, so you
must be patient and expect delivery to
take much longer than usual. I have
turned to other sources of garden
products. The small independent
nurseries are operating behind closed
gates, as they are still watering and

50

propagating plants. Many are doing mail
order and local deliveries.
CB Nursery near Crewkerne is
delivering herbs and pollinating
perennials in South Somerset and
Combe Dingle Nursery near Combe St
Nicholas is taking orders of perennials,
bedding, alpines and vegetable plant
plugs for collection. Ilminster Hardware
has a good selection of bedding and
vegetable plants. Consult
http://independentplantnurseriesguide.
uk/ and call your nearest small
nursery to see what their
situation is.
I found a source of compost in
our village and after a phone call,
a dozen sacks of good quality
compost appeared at my gate. I
had kept many pots from
supplying plants last year, so I
have been happily potting on my
seedlings. The Law of Pots states
that however big your stash is,
you will not have enough of a
certain size when you need it. Now I
am running out of labels. I had the
bright idea of cutting up plastic milk
bottles, after roughening the surface.
Now I find that neither pencil nor biro

by Kath Crouch
will write on that kind of plastic, but if
that is the worst problem I have right
now, compared to many people I am
lucky. I have just ordered 1000 lolly
sticks online for £11. A 2B pencil mark
stays on all season.
You may be growing vegetables as I
suggested last month, but if you have
room, consider growing a few dahlias
(pictured below). There are still many
available online and it is the perfect
time to plant them as they are just

coming into growth and the new
shoots will emerge after all danger of
frost has gone. I have had good results
with mixed cactus dahlias from
https://www.dutchbulbs.co.uk/ Plant
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them in a sunny position in good soil, with about 4 inches of
soil over the crown. I leave mine in the ground all winter and
they come up every year.

I hope that once they start flowering in the last week in July,
and carry on right until the first frost of autumn, I will be in a
position to visit my friends once more bearing a bunch of
cheerful cut flowers. I am also going to grow lots of Calendula,
the pot marigold, sown directly in the ground where they are
to flower, and the seedlings are just starting to show. With
nigella in my front garden, I hope they will cheer up the
passers-by this summer as well.

Something to smile about
If you have a garden, then in this time of lockdown you already
have plenty to smile about. But with all this time on our hands,
even the weeding seems to be getting done. So if you are
stuck in and want something to do in the garden in May, why
not grow sunflowers?
They have the advantage of being easy to grow from seed.
They can be put straight in the ground where you want them,
no faffing around in pots and planting out. Just find that really
sunny (but sheltered from the full force of the wind) bit of
your garden with some good soil.
Adding well rotted compost is fine, but only if you already
have a compost heap. If you haven’t well just give it a go
anyway. What have you got to lose? As we can’t go out for
supplies, all gardening is a bit on a wing and a prayer. But the
one thing that does seem to be still coming by mail order is
seeds. One other thing you’ll ideally want is slug pellets. Slugs
love the young seedlings, so again if you have slug pellets in
stock you are in luck! And you can get organic slug pellets
these days too.
Planting sunflowers is a task
that can be fun to do “en
famille” particularly when
getting children interested in
watching the seedlings develop
and grow. And it is always fund
to measure how tall they’ve
grown and keep a record of it.
Bear in mind they can easily
grow to 6 feet tall so there
should be plenty to measure!
And when they are in flower,
what can beat that row of
smiling faces…..
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Behind the Wheel by David Young
Lockdown brings out the dreamers
When I sat down to write something
are typically spending 20 minutes
last month the lockdown had barely
per day thinking about what we’ll
begun. I hoped it would be a one off
do when the lockdown is over - a
but obviously that’s not the case
whopping 11 hours since the
because it’s now May and I’m facing the
restrictions were introduced same problem. There’s not a lot
with three-quarters admitting they
happening in the car world at the
have taken their previous freedom
moment because....well, because there
for granted.
are much more important things to
First up will be a trip to see a
think about. Which means there isn’t
much-loved relative, followed by a
much to write about.
bite to eat at a restaurant or café,
Having said that I probably should take
a drink in the pub and a no-doubt
a moment to point out that while they
urgent appointment at the
may not be making cars the automotive
hairdressers. When it comes to
industry is doing its bit to help by
attractions, the most popular
turning over manufacturing capacity for
destination is a National Trust
other purposes. Special mention has to
park or property, followed by the
go to the Formula 1 engineers who’ve
Natural History Museum,
gone from applying their expertise to
Blackpool Pleasure Beach, London
the most highly tuned and precision
Zoo and Alton Towers. 17% said
built cars on earth to
Popular - National Trust properties like Monclearer between me writing
designing, building and
tecute House
this and you reading it. The
taking to production a
quote in the press release
compact non-invasive
sums it up though: “For many
ventilator system that
people, the lockdown has been
could save countless
a strange situation that has
lives.
made us appreciate the simple
Anyway, back to the
things in life and the outdoors
point, or lack of. As well
more than ever. But we’re also
as journalists not having
dreaming of the day the
much to write about a
restrictions are lifted so we
similar problem is
can visit loved ones again or get out in
they are looking forward to visiting a
affecting the manufacturer’s PR
the open with a trip to our favourite
beach with the surfing paradise of
departments too. If they aren’t
beach or attraction. The freedom to be
Fistral Beach topping the list ahead of
launching new models there isn’t as
able to just jump in the car and go for a
Bournemouth, Brighton, Perranporth
much for them to do so they’ve had to
drive is something that a lot of people
and Blackpool. I’m afraid I haven’t
find other ways to keep themselves
are really missing. There will be plenty
personally needed a hairdresser for
busy. Hyundai decided to try their hand
of time to do the things we love again
many years but I completely agree with
at consumer research and the results
though once it’s safe to do so.”
everything else on the list.
turned out to be quite revealing.
The research was carried out by
It seems that we are a nation of
Hyundai in week
dreamers. At least we are at the
five of the
moment judging by the number of
Sodoku for this month
lockdown so the
people who fantasise about what they’ll
situation may have
do when the lockdown is over. A
become a little
survey of 2,000 UK adults revealed we
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More than three
quarters (77%) of
those questioned said
they have taken their
previous freedom for
granted, while 73% say
the government
restrictions have made
them appreciate the
outdoors more. Nearly
a quarter (22%) said
they had actually
dreamt about what
they’ll do when life gets
back to normal and
more than half (53%)
admitted they’re
finding the situation
difficult. We are in a
strange situation and it
is having a massive
effect on the way we live our lives, and not just in the
number of empty alcohol bottles that mysteriously appear in
my recycling bin. I think we’ve all learned to appreciate how
much some things are a little more important to us than we
thought.
Despite the negative effects there is at least a decent amount
of common sense prevailing with 91% agreeing the lockdown
What we really want to do?
Credit Timothy Chan

is necessary. Although that might be another side effect of
isolation because it isn’t just the fun days out we’re looking
forward to. Even the mundane stuff has become the subject
of dreams. but also the mundane, daily chores. Half of us are
looking forward to not having to worry about the two metre
rule while shopping, although the other half might have a
point here as well. 10% of us are excited about the prospect
of commuting to work again (my wife admitted to being one
of them), 5% are actually looking forward to getting stuck in
traffic again and 16% are looking forward to shaking hands
with someone. And 40% of us must be petrol heads because
that’s how many said they were excited at just being able to
jump into their car and go for a drive.
Fingers crossed we’ll be back to doing all those things sooner
rather than later.

Advertisers and our papers
Whilst every care is taken to ensure accuracy, neither our papers
nor their publishers can accept liability for loss, damage or omission
caused by error in the printing of an advert. All artwork is accepted
on the strict condition that permission has been given for its use in
this publication. Adverts are accepted on the strict understanding
that descriptions of goods and services are both fair and accurate.
The Langport Leveller®, Somerset Leveller® and Somerton
Sentinel accept adverts in good faith and cannot be held liable for
miss-selling or inaccurate descriptions made by our advertisers.

Quiz Question Quandary ??????????

April Sodoku answer

Your question for this month is another of our link questions. You are looking for a
connection between a Lord Protector of England, a building in London whose forecourt is
turned into an ice rink every Christmas and a county in New Jersey famous for having one
of the very first “Marconi” wireless stations.
So what is it?
Last month we asked you this: “The Black Death of 1348 entered Britain, much as the
Coronavirus appears to have done. As a result of international trade and travel. But do you
know the name of the town (and what it is called today) where the Black Death is believed
to have arrived in England?
The answer was Melcombe and as we know it now, Weymouth.
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Pigging it out at Combe by Godfrey Hall
Ed’s note: Whilst we know this is something strictly off limits during
the lock down, we are running Godfrey Hall’s articles to inspire you
with ideas of what to do when we can all go out again.
I have to confess that at times I do like to be pampered and
enjoy some luxury time. So I’m not only looking for
somewhere comfortable with good food but it also needs to
be close by.
When someone suggested The Pig-at Combe, I looked on a
map and realised this would be ideal, as it was just over an
hour away from where I live and so within easy reach.
Located in beautiful countryside just a few miles from
Honiton off the A30, this luxury retreat was started by Robin
Hutson who had come from a career in major hotels. Having
worked at Claridges, Chewton Glen, The Hotel Crillon in
Paris, he also helped set up Babington House in Somerset
(part of the Soho House empire).
The concept of the group, is wherever possible, ingredients
have to be sourced from within 25 miles of the restaurant.
The first owner of the land was a relative of William the
Conqueror and the house, which is very grand, was built in
the mid-16th century.
Once you have parked and opened the main door, you will
be greeted almost immediately by a member of staff. In our
case, we were ushered to one of the lounges and asked if we
would like some tea and homemade cake whilst our luggage
was dealt with. We were then given a comprehensive tour of
the buildings before going up to our room where we were
greeted by the strains of Classic FM. There are rooms in the
main building and elsewhere in the gardens. Room 16 was not
only in an excellent location overlooking the grounds, but
also boasted a stand-alone bath, a rain shower and a TV that
doubled as a mirror, very impressive. There were coffee and
tea making facilities available and the room was both spacious
and very well pointed with dressing gowns and top quality
linen.
Extensive grounds
We settled in and then took ourselves outside for a look at
the grounds. The weather was not at its best but we
managed! There is an extensive kitchen gardens and they
have their own chickens and even a special mushroom house.
There were lots of unusual vegetables, including sea kale
which we ate at our evening meal. There was a separate
building in the grounds which served fresh pizzas and it is also
possible to book treatments during your stay.
After this, we had time to pick up a menu and peruse this in
our room. The main courses which are all locally sourced,
included Buckhouse Farm lamb and ‘Tredussa’ Fillet of
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Gurnard as well as plenty of vegetarian options. One of the
features of the Pig restaurants are their Piggy Bits which you
can try at the start of the meal with your cocktails.
After freshening up, we took ourselves downstairs and into
the bar where we enjoyed an English sparkling wine together
with some Piggy Bits including hock eggs and Coleman’s
dressing. These are made from quails eggs and local pork.
Also on offer were delicious beetroot and carrot crackers
and delicate fish cakes with lemon mayo.
Attentive
An attentive member of staff spent some time explaining the
different dishes and after pondering for a few minutes we
plumped for the steak and kidney pudding and the ‘Lisa
Jacqueline’ whole plaice. I ordered steamed greens and new
potatoes to go with the home made suet pudding and my
wife had a garden salad.
I also decided on the Jerusalem artichoke soup which I have
to admit was delicious. For the desserts, it was suggested that
we tried a selection of their home made ice-creams and
sorbets. These included chuckleberry, marmalade and
cucumber flavours. Although the restaurant was very busy
and we were given plenty of time to digest our meal, service
was excellent. There is an extensive wine list but they can
also provide it by the glass and also plenty of non-alcoholic
options. We finished with coffee and homemade treats in the
bar and lounge area. After a good night’s sleep, it was time
to try the extensive breakfast which was one of the best I
have had for a long time. There were plenty of local products
and a well-stocked buffet at a very reasonable price and with
hot dishes as an extra. I decided on avocado and poached
eggs and was not disappointed.
They will order your newspaper for the morning and there is
an excellent Wi-Fi signal. If the weather is fine, then you
should spend time to investigate the surroundings or perhaps
take a short drive to Sidmouth on the coast. There is a tiny
village of Salcombe Regis with its own ancient church, free
parking and pleasant walks down to the sea.
The Pig is perfect for special events and celebrations and they
have an excellent function room for larger occasions. The
room includes its own range, similar to something out of Mrs
Bridge’s kitchen in Downton Abbey.
We were both impressed with the visit and came away
feeling that we had enjoyed a real rest.
It is well worth purchasing a copy of ‘Tales and recipes from
the Kitchen Garden’ which is available at the reception desk.
It contains plenty of recipes based on the dishes served in the
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house as well as a detailed history of the organisation and its
founder.
If you are wanting further information on rates and menus,
you should go to wwwthepighotel.com or ring them on 01404
540400.

Exotic Visitors in the River Tone by Andre Blacker
Over the last few weeks a microscopic
virus that originated in the back alleys
of Wuhan, China has brought the
world to a standstill, the Human world
that is. Our garden birds, for example,
don’t care that our businesses are
closed and that the supermarkets have
run out of toilet paper, they are busy
raising the next generations of
songbirds. Some species will have
positively benefited from the lockdown,
social distancing rules for instance
ended the fox hunting season two
weeks early giving those tawny orange
denisens of our countryside a short
respite from persecution. It is also
hoped that the reduction in traffic
caused by the lockdown will help our
Hedgehog population to recover as
fewer of these, now scarce, little
mammals will hopefully be killed
crossing roads.
Wildlife, it seems, will always have the
power to surprise and delight us, even
during these desperate times. As towns
and cities across the world
went into COVID-19
lockdown, wildlife made the
most of the empty streets.
There have been reports of
Killer Whales being seen in a
fjord near Vancouver in
Canada, Sika Deer roaming
the city streets of Nara in
Japan and a Puma was
photographed in the Chilean
capital Santiago. Nearer to
home singer-songwriter Billy

Bragg tweeted photographs of a herd
of Fallow Deer calmly grazing lawns
and roadside verges in Harold Hill,
East London.
As if not to be out done, our area of
Somerset has had its own unusual
visitors. On Easter Sunday (April
12th) a woman who was cycling with
her son near the River Parrett at
Dunwear saw two Harbour
Porpoises heading up stream. I
managed to locate these two cute
compact little cetaceans on the
morning of the 14th as they passed the
King Alfred Inn at Burrowbridge
(during my once a day outing for
exercise), they then entered the River
Tone where I lost them at Athelney.
Harbour Porpoises are relatively small
compared to dolphins, the two in the
Tone were about four or five feet long.
They have small, rounded heads with
no beak and have robust, stocky
bodies. The two visitors swam
powerfully up stream creating a large

bow wave and showing their small
triangular dorsal fin set just past the
centre of their back. At least one of
these marine mammals was still present
on the 20th of April.
National attention was soon focused on
the River Tone, by three ‘o’ clock on
the 14th the BBC Spring Watch Face
Book page was showing footage of the
two porpoises passing the King Alfred.
Later that day they had reached the
sluice at New Bridge near North
Curry, a full 12 miles from the sea!
Media attention of the event resulted in
the police using their new
powers to disperse a small
group of astonished wildlife
watchers at New Bridge. I hope
that, like me, all those that
managed to get a glimpse of
these exotic visitors
experienced a moment respite
from what has been a grim few
weeks.
Andre Blacker is a local
ecologist who can be contacted
at moreliaecology@gmail.com
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Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
Fake News

Keep em coming!
Last month we reported on the launch of the CPRE photo
competition and some great entries have com in already. Here
are some examples to inspire you!
Neighbourly Isolation - Jeffrey Hutson

Remember the competition entry is FREE to amateur
photographers and you may
Bumble bee - Clark Warren
enter up to 3 photographs.
The closing date is the end of
August so there’s plenty of
time! Please email photos as
attachments to
admin@cpresomerset.org.uk
with the following
information:
Photographer’s name
Address
Email address
Telephone number
Location of photo
Date photo taken
Name of photograph or caption (no more than 20 words)
Good luck!
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If for nothing else that strange man
Donald Trump, will go down in history
as the greatest promoter of the phrase
“fake news” – but he is not the only
one. The world of conspiracy theorists
has given birth to a whole new
generation of idiots claiming to know
the cause and cure of the coronavirus
pandemic we are all suffering at the
moment.
Drinking high-strength alcohol,
exposing yourself to sunlight or temperatures higher than
25°C and spraying your whole body with alcohol or chlorine
will kill any coronaviruses within your body are among the
dangerously wrong pieces of advice being promoted by parts
of the irresponsible media.
Covid-19 virus is not caused by mosquito bites or the new 5G
mobile phone technology but this has not prevented gullible
idiots from destroying mobile phone masts in the pursuit of
their beliefs. The emergency services are under enough strain
as it is for them to be called out to blazing communication
masts.
Most of these people are towards the lower end of the
intelligence spectrum – but not all. Dr Linus Pauling was one
of only four people to have won two Nobel prizes and the
only one of those whose prize was not shared – in Chemistry
and Peace. In his first term at Oregon State University he
registered for two courses in chemistry, two in mathematics,
and one each in mechanical drawing, explosives, mining and
English Prose so he was not exactly a dimwit. And yet, this
paragon of learning is still responsible for one of the more
enduring medical myths, that by taking huge doses of Vitamin
C you will protect yourself from the common cold. This has
been disproved time after time in the past 50 years but it is
still believed by large numbers of the world’s population. (He
also produced scientific papers to show that Vitamin C also
cures heart disease and cancer.)
So what is all this doing in Computer Corner? Simply to warn
you not to believe everything to read in the media and
dissuade you from practising Google medicine.
As far as Covid-19 is concerned there are still too many
questions to which we don’t have the answers so, please, be
safe. Social distancing is not a myth - coughing spreads
droplets as far as six metres, and sneezing as much as eight
metres and these droplets stay suspended in the air for up to
10 minutes.
Website of the month – The website Radio Garden at
http://radio.garden/visit/lill
e/U2PrX7mN - offers you
a spinnable model of the
Earth covered in green
dots. Each dot represents
a radio station. Rotate the
globe, click a dot, and
suddenly you're listening
to a radio station in that
part of the world!
A Video to watch – Entertain your grandchildren with these
fun home experiments at https://bit.ly/2VmJM81 during
lockdown.
If you have any request for future articles or have a computing
problem, please contact me at adrian.vetman@gmail.com
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Somerset Cultural Diary
Well another month has gone by and I don’t
need to remind you that nothing much has
changed.
Although government was reviewing its policy
on the day we went to press, I don’t think it
is a great secret that not much is going to be
happening in the next month. So once again in
place of events, we are offering you a cultural
section which hopefully will offer some ideas
that may act as boredom relief while you are
self isolating.
Once again we wish all our readers good
health, stay safe and follow government
advice. We will be back with a diary as soon
as normal life returns!

Our
Community
(you can find The Leveller
in all these places)

Everest 2

Back to normal? By Diana Davies

Last month we told you all about Stuart Pollard climbing
Everest without leaving the South West. He was due to start
riding up Haldon Hill, just outside Exeter at 6pm on 22nd May
He planned to do it 78 times to be the equivalent of cycling up
Mount Everest. Stuart has had to postpone the event to 19th
June because of the continued lockdown and uncertainty over
when it will end.
The plus side is that he now has one month more time to get
donations. If you feel like chipping in, then this is where to do
it…. To donate to Stuart’s campaign, please visit
www.justgiving.com/fundraising/1man1bike1mind

Who knows but Martock U3A is making plans.
What a great pleasure it will be to get out and about again
and back to normal. Many people have said that, with
everyone isolating and social distancing, they have felt less
lonely. But as life gets back to normal, those who do not have
the social interactions of work or live on their own may feel
loneliness creeping back in.
People have also been more in touch with neighbours and
people in their locality and will miss that company and you
may want to find a new reason to go out and talk to people.
So you may be pleased to find that there is a local
organisation which can help you make new friends and share
the fun of things that you enjoy. The U3A has a local group
covering South Petherton and nearby villages. They run over
30 hobby, interest and learning groups and have monthly
meetings with interesting and local speakers and you are
invited to be part.
But it can be daunting starting something new or going to a
meeting where you may not know anyone, so the U3A will
welcome you with a ‘friend’ to meet you and introduce you
to other members. Do get in touch, we will be pleased to
hear from you. You can contact the local U3A by telephone
07510178094, by email martocku3amembership@gmail.com
Upcoming meetings:
Wednesday 10th June - The Trinity House Story, The story of
the historic organisation that looks after our lighthouses
Wednesday 8th July - Potatoes From Farm to Fork, the
Operations Manager of local company Bransons eplains the
process.
Wednesday 9th September - Going to Blazes, anecdotes from

Keeping the music alive!
by Rachael Parvin
Guildhall School’s Centre for Young Musicians Taunton
(CYMT) has moved all its teaching of music and drama
individual and group lessons to take place online during the
current Coronavirus pandemic.
The Centre holds regular online group workshops for 5 – 18s
with top practitioners and industry professionals, and online
performances where students share their work with each
other. CYMT students have fun creating, collaborating and
making music & drama together. Their regular contact online
helps them maintain connections with their friends whilst
everyone stays safe at home.
CYMT tutors are providing individual lessons online in all
orchestral instruments including saxophone, recorder,
percussion, singing, guitar, bass guitar, ukulele & drum kit,
singing, music production, and theory. Following the success of
the Centre’s acting workshops on last year’s summer holiday
course, CYMT is now offering individual lessons online in
acting / speech and drama.
The summer term is well underway at CYMT and we have
received extremely positive feedback from students and their
parents/carers. It is hugely important and worthwhile for
young people to continue with their music and drama
education and we look forward to helping with their
development.
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My Ten Books To Read During
A Lockdown by John Fish
As a book reviewer I am tend to spend a lot of time reading
and also trying to find time to write, with the pandemic
lockdown continuing I thought it would be a good idea to
share ten of the best books I have enjoyed reading through a
lockdown. There is a mix of both fiction and non-fiction with
a poetry book in for good measure.
In difficult times I have always turned to books to help me get
through and I hope you enjoy this lockdown selection of
books. These are available through your local bookshops and
many are still offering to deliver while they remain closed.
Stay Safe. @TheLastWord1962
The Mirror & the Light by Hilary Mantel (Fourth
Estate Books)
Hilary Mantel won the Man Booker Prize for Wolf Hall and
Bring Up the Bodies and The Mirror & the Light is my tip to win
the prize this year to make it a hat-trick for Mantel. It is 1536
and Anne Boleyn has been executed. Thomas Cromwell can
do no wrong. But he needs to remain in the King’s favour.
Now Cromwell will need to have all his wits about him. This
final instalment focuses on the final years in the life of
Thomas Cromwell. The King will normally turn on those
close to him and what happens when he turns his attention
to Cromwell? It is a real masterpiece of writing. The greatest
trilogy ever written? In my view without a doubt. At close to
900 pages it is not a light read but is one to savour and
treasure.
A Gentleman in Moscow by Amor Towles (Windmill
Books)
Now sold over one million copies worldwide and has
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recently been chosen by the Duchess of Cornwall as her
isolation read.
Alexander aged 33 could have faced a firing squad but so it
was he faced a life inside the hotel Metropol and only
windows to the outside world.
A man used to the finer things in life now spends his days in a
tiny room at the top of the hotel but how does he manage
without all the trappings and trimmings that he has been so
used to? What does a man do in situations like this? What
Alexander does do is turn to look at humanity itself.
This is a story so tender and heart-warming but there is so
much humour packed into nearly 500 pages. If ever there was
a time to read a particular novel, then A Gentleman in Moscow
is that novel. It is just wonderful and you have a real sense of
privilege at spending time with Alexander Rostov. And a new
meaning of what really is important in life. Like Alexander
locked-down in the hotel he seemed to find a new life in
humanity and this story is so relevant with what we here in
this country and the world as a whole are going through now.
An uplifting story. Well worth reading. You won’t be
disappointed.
The Lost Pianos of Siberia by Sophy Roberts (NonFiction) (Doubleday)
A truly wonderful read. I was taken by the beautiful writing of
Sophy Roberts as we are taken on a journey across Siberia in
search of Pianos. Many of the pianos were taken in to exile by
their owners. But this is not just a book in search of these
pianos but you may be fascinated by the journey across this
unforgiving landscape. The people, the history and the flora
and fauna. There is so much that lies behind the title of this
book and is worth exploring.
Hamnet by Maggie O’Farrell (Tinder Press)
This is the story of Hamnet the young son of William
Shakespeare but it is also a story of love, loss and
overwhelming grief. But there is also the story of a Flea that
boards ship in Alexandria that is about to cause so much loss
and suffering in England and across Europe. Without doubt
this is Maggie O’Farrell’s finest work. A fictional account of
the loss of Hamnet at aged only 11-years-old. How the
marriage of William and Agnes (Anne Hathaway) was tested
to its very core as Shakespeare went back to London to
write. Very soon one of his greatest plays is written and that
play is Hamlet. A novel that is written with compassion and
will make you cry. It is one of the most beautiful of novel you
will read this year.
Through The Woods by H.E. Bates (Non-Fiction)
(Little Toller)
The English Woodland - April to April is the sub-title. And as
many of us have not been able to visit a woodland through
this lockdown I thought bring the woodland to my home.
H.E. Bates penned this in 1940 as he recalled his childhood
visits to a typical English woodland through the months of the
year. It is charming and a pure delight to read. The characters
and the flora and fauna from Spring through the calm Summer
months and the colours of autumn and the cold winds of
winter.
The Sonnets by William Shakespeare (Penguin
Classics Edition)
Poetry is loved by so many and recently the actor Sir Patrick
Stewart has been using Social Media to read all of William
Shakespeare’s 154 Sonnets. So I thought it would be a good
idea to re-read these again after many years.
100 Birds by Carl Bovis (Little Book Company)
Here in Somerset we have a successful bird photographer
who has released his first book of some of the birds he has
encountered. He has kindly provided a front cover photo for
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The Leveller® too! The pictures are mainly taken on the
Somerset Levels where Carl does a lots of his wildlife
photography. The photographs are accompanied by descriptions
and details. It is a beautiful book ideal for looking through if you
are getting to know some of the birds in our County. Have a
look at Carl’s Twitter page: @CarlBovisNature
Black River by Will Dean (Point Blank)
Black River book three is the Tuva Moodyson series set in
Sweden. Tuva has been living in Malmo for four months and is
living a life free from the
addictions from her past life.
But now she has to return to
Gavrik as her best friend
Tammy has gone missing. Gavrik
hold bad memories for Tuva
and in the small town of Snake
River which is inhabited by
some strange characters. A race
against time to find Tammy and
Tuva will have to use all her
wits and her own life is now in
danger. Packed full of suspense
and a novel that will keep you
gripped to the very end.
The Animals of Lockwood
Manor by Jane Healey
(Mantle)
It is August 1939 and war is looming. For Hetty Cartwright she
has an important task ahead of her. The evacuation and the
subsequent safekeeping of the animals of the Natural History
Museum. They are to be taken to Lockwood Manor where they
are to spend the war. But you just know something is not going
to go to plan. Hetty has to protect the collection from the Lord
and his staff and that is a job in itself but Hetty soon begins to
realise she is being watched and worse still she is being stalked
through the Manor. But then there is Lucy the daughter of Lord
Lockwood. There is something about Lucy and Hetty wants to
find out. She is clearly haunted. A real suspense and haunting
filled novel.
I Am Dust by Louise Beech (Orenda Books)
Now I have been a fan of Louise Beech since I read her first
novel How to Be Brave Louise now returns with I Am Dust which
is now her fifth novel and is set around The Dean Wilson
Theatre which is said to be haunted by that of a long-dead dead
actress Morgan
Miller during the
production of the
musical ‘Dust’. She
was murdered in
her dressing room
twenty years earlier.
Now the musical is
back and as Chloe
who is the leading
character in the
story finds out there
are some strange
and eerie sounds
and also some
sightings in the
theatre. A
psychological thriller
that is haunting and
very atmospheric.

New online initiative
The Blake Museum closed for the duration of the pandemic on
20 March with all the other Bridgwater Town Council's
properties. That was not where the museum let matter rest.
By the end of the month, on 31 March the Museum launched a
new Facebook discussion page called “Bridgwater History”. By
the end of April it was at well over 1750 members and
climbing.
Sometimes necessity is the mother of invention. This will be a
great forum to provide people with things to do during the
lockdown. But also into the world beyond the pandemic too.
It promises to be a valuable asset for the town.
Closed Group
To ensure it sticks to the point, Bridgwater History is being
run as a closed group. This enables it to be well-regulated, or
to put it another way, not over-run by inconsequential
rubbish.
If you are interested in the local history of Bridgwater then
take a look at www.bridgwaterheritage.org.uk. Tony
Woolwich co-edits the page with Dr. Miles Kerr-Peterson, an
academic based in Glasgow University.
Bridgwater is very fortunate in that the Borough Archives
survive in pretty good order from 1200. If you ever had the
feeling you wanted to
learn more about the
town you live in, now
is as good a time as
any. After all everyone
seems to have a lot of
time on their hands
right now!
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Somerset Snippets

by J B Seatrobe

Youth Hostelling In Somerset – And Street’s Historic Chalet
Youth hostelling in Britain was based on the system which
began in Germany in the first decade of last century, and the
Youth Hostel Association for England & Wales was
established in 1930 to provide opportunities for young
people to escape the poor air quality, cramped housing
conditions and general poverty of the cities during the Great
Depression.
In the West Country, a regional group met in Bristol in
December 1930, and was formally constituted by the
following March, covering Somerset, Gloucestershire and
North Devon. By Easter 1931 Somerset could boast 3 hostels
in Bath, Wookey Hole and Street, with more opening
thereafter, as the scheme’s popularity grew through the
1930s. By the end of 1931 73 hostels had been opened
nationally to the YHA’s 6,000 members, and there were over
80,000 members by 1939.
Regional officers actively promoted the new ventures in the
local media, extolling the natural advantages of Somerset for
hiking and cycling. An article in the 1931 Somerset Year Book
waxed lyrical: “The variety of its scenery, the proximity of hill
and plain, moor and sea, provides some of the most extensive
and beautiful views to be found anywhere.”
The Youth Hostel in Street is the oldest in the country still
operating, a proud boast for Somerset hostelling. As with so
much in Street, the hostel had influential Quaker origins. The
property was built in 1914 by two sisters, Catherine and Ellen
Impey – connected with other local Quaker families such as
the Clothiers - and bequeathed to the Society of Friends in
1923, where it was used as a rest home for the employees of
Street’s famous Clark’s Shoes, and then leased to the YHA in
1931. Designed as a summer house in Swiss chalet style, it
sits on Ivythorn Hill, and its popularity probably owes much
to its proximity to Glastonbury and its Tor.
It expanded its facilities during the 1930s, but, in common
with hostels nationwide, its activities were disrupted and
during the wartime period. It was closed in 1939 and during
1941-3, but was open for business during 1940 and from
1944. In the decades after the war, further improvements
were made to the Street Hostel’s facilities, including
electricity in 1959-60, and a major refurbishment in the early
1990s.
Some idea of Street Hostel in the immediate postwar era can
be gleaned from a Central Somerset Gazette article of 6 May
1949, entitled “A night’s lodging for eighteen pence”. At that
time it had 43 beds and around 4,300 member stays. “For the
astonishingly small sum of 1/6 a night, members are provided
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with a bunk, mattress, three blankets and a pillow, with use of
the common room and dining room.” To help keep costs
low, lodgers undertook various duties, including “such chores
as helping with the washing-up, wood-chopping or preparing
the vegetables.” Appropriately for the period, the wardens
noted the influx of visitors from many countries “mixing
together in the common room on an equal footing. That
should certainly be a big power for peace.”
Of course it was not always sweetness and light. The warden
complained in a letter to the local press in 1949 about
trespassers straying from the public footpaths: “It is more
than disturbing to find complete strangers walking round our
garden and completely strange noses pressed against our
windows.” In another such letter in 1953, the Street warden
highlighted one aspect of the hostel becoming a victim of its
own success, with many lodgers using hostels simply as a
cheap form of accommodation, arriving by car or motor-cycle
rather than as a base for healthy activities such as hiking and
walking. He feared that they would crowd out the more
genuine visitors arriving on foot or bicycle, and even begged
the locals to refuse to allow cars or motor bikes to be
parked overnight if the people are clearly making for the
hostel.
To end on a more positive note, here’s a comment by a
visitor on a cycling tour who stayed at the Street Hostel in
the summer of 1960: “Chalet-type hostel. In the outhouse again.
Went to a local farm for milk; the farmer took it straight from the
churn. Peeled spuds in the warden’s kitchen, also extra duty of 50
pumps for water. Good all round hostel.”
Those were the days!
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Brewhouse Theatre Adapts To Crisis
If the evolutionary maxim ‘adapt or die’ is anything to go by,
the Brewhouse Theatre in Taunton is trying to keep in shape
for a future beyond COVID-19.
This is of course not a great time to be a theatre. The notfor-profit charity closed its doors to the public on 17 March,
following the advice from Government. Since then staff have
worked against the clock to reorganise the theatre’s events
calendar. This has been no mean feat with close to 100 events
rescheduled, postponed or cancelled at this point in time.
Operations Manager, Peter Holdway-Bradley explains “We
have made hundreds of telephone calls and sent thousands of
emails to ticket holders, providing different refund, account credit
and donation options to them. We have been completely
overwhelmed by the generosity of our patrons, a lot of whom have
chosen to donate the cost of their cancelled ticket to support The
Brewhouse.”
Virtual classes
But in the meantime what to do? As a Theatre and Arts
Centre, they rely on large numbers of people enjoying art and
culture in a shared environment; something that will not be
possible under current social distancing measures. So, the
Brewhouse has tried to make a virtue of necessity by moving
classes online. An impressive range of classes is now available,
all being led by regular workshop leaders including Sara
Dudman (Develop Your Painting), Aneta Skutt (Flamenco)
and Imogen Hackett (Pilates).
The Brewhouse hopes that these digital classes will not only
provide vital health and wellbeing resources to the local
community, but will also support the creative arts in the
South West by providing work for local freelance and selfemployed creatives. These classes will be offered in a ‘pay

what you can’ model, with some sessions starting at just £2,
with the option to increase this contribution subject to
individual circumstances.
Gareth Peebles, Marketing & Communications Manager told
The Leveller® that “As well as ensuring the longevity of our bricks
and mortar building, our priority now is providing access to our
diverse programme of live events, activities and cinema in a new
and social-distancing-friendly format. We’re starting with these
online classes because, despite being conducted online, sessions will
be the same as if you were actually on site at The Brewhouse. Live
performances and cinema are a little trickier due to licensing and
contracts, but moving forward our aim is to offer unique content
and experiences for our audience to enjoy online.”
For more information go to thebrewhouse.net/event/takepart-online/

The Show Must Go On
The McMillan Theatre in Bridgwater have been busy
postponing performances and events due to the current
pandemic. To date only a small number of shows have been
cancelled. They are still working
with promoters and hirers to
reschedule some events and will
announce any new dates as soon
as they are able to. Ticket holders
are being contacted as more
information becomes available and please keep an eye on their
website at www.mcmillantheatre.com
So why not buy a ticket for a future show. We all need
something to look forward to!
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Walters Words of
Wisdom
Walter Bagehot was nothing if not a
polymath. So we do not have to be too liberal
in interpretation to find things relevant to
the current condition of the nation. “We
can start with a cure for a disease: In all cases
an accurate diagnosis of a disease must come
before a discussion of remedies, and in a very complex case like
this such a preliminary is especially needful, or else we may find
that we have been trying to cure disease A with medicine fit only for
disease B, and so have made things no better, or worse.”
[“The Depreciation of Silver”, Economist, July 1876]
I know I know, that was stretching a point a little but it does
sort of work!
On the issue of contagion, albeit in a very political sense,
Walter has more common sense to impart:
“it still more shows the horror of all innovation which the recent
events of French history had impressed on our wealthy and
comfortable classes. They were afraid of catching revolution, as old
women of catching cold. Sir Archibald Alison to this day holds that
revolution is an infectious disease, beginning no one knows how,
and going no one knows where. There is but one rule of escape,
explains the great historian, “Stay still, don’t move; do what you
have been accustomed to do, and consult your grandmother on
everything”.
[“The character of Sir Robert Peel”, 1856 re PM Spencer
Perceval]
Grandmothers of the United Kingdom, we await your wisdom
and advice!
More information on Walter can be found at
https://sites.google.com/site/walterbagehotlangport/

Studio Life in Lockdown by Melanie Deegan
For many artists, the ability to work in whatever space is available while shutting out the surrounding distractions is a well
honed art. For me it is one I’ve been perfecting over the past decade but the previous few weeks have still been a challenge.
Finding our feet in this strange new world is taking time and, talking to other artist
About Me
friends, many are having similar experiences.
Following redundancy in 2008 and a
Of course change is nothing new. Life moves on, sometimes rapidly! Since last
complete career change I make a living
October this has included the closing of the Contains Art studios for
from the sculptures I create. A studio in redevelopment, working on my largest commission yet, moving house and the
the Contains Art project in Watchet was arrival of a pandemic.
a chance to work alongside some
In terms of a working environment, lockdown could have been a chance to catch up
wonderfully creative people and inspired after a chaotic few months. However it is not that simple. In common with many
me to further develop my business. Much other businesses, the sudden loss of clients has been alarming. A full spring diary of
of that time was spent living in a
workshops, exhibitions and new pieces for galleries has all evaporated.
motorhome with that providing the ability A new normal
to travel around mainland Europe seeking So what to do? Even from the depths of lockdown I am trying out new versions of
out inspiration at quieter times of the
the future. Remodelling and changing the balance of the way I have been working.
year. Working while on the road was
Conventional sculpture workshops are not viable if we need to observe social
liberating, sculpting horses in the
distancing requirements, but could these be done remotely over the internet? This
Camargue and Donegal, birds of prey in
is an option I’m currently investigating.
the national parks of Spain, a winter in
Exhibitions will maybe take time to pick up again until organisers are confident they
Sicily producing a collection for an
will not be cancelled at short notice. But for me the strongest part of the business
upcoming exhibition. All these sculptures this year has been commission work and even in lockdown at my temporary base in
were created while balanced on a camping Langport I have so far created a dancer for a wedding anniversary present, a small
chair with improvised materials when
horse that will be heading to New York for an 80th birthday and a greyhound
other materials ran out.
inspired by a pet for a family in London. Commission work is often carried out for
If you would like to discuss a possible
clients who don’t live in the area and, although we may never meet, they are fully
sculpture commission please contact
involved in the process using photographs and video calls. This area of the business
Melanie Deegan on
lends itself well to our current world and is one I will be focusing on more over the
07596 919787, info@melaniedeegan.com, coming months.
www.melaniedeegan.com
62

Culture and Events

63

