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Not Going Viral
Planners seem determined not to learn the lessons from the COVID 19
At the start of the year the verdict on numerous planning
applications across the various Districts of Somerset were eagerly
anticipated. Vast estates were planned to cover swathes of the
countryside in concrete. We don’t like using brownfield sites in
this county. It may be that Taunton is to become a ‘garden town’,
but that doesn’t mean the housing won’t be plastered across land
that was once green fields.
Astounding figures
South Somerset alone had plans submitted and under
consideration for more than 1,000 houses at the start of March. In
March we reported that the city of Wells had seen over 800 new
This horribly messy accident took place just outside
houses approved to be crammed into the countryside to the
Crewkerne on the A356. It is not an isolated
north west of the current urban envelope. Wells has been around
event (see p27)
for a long time, 1,000-plus years during which it has grown to a
city of some 12,000 people. If we assume an average of three souls per house, the new developments passed by Mendip District
Council (MDC) will add 20% to the population in just a couple of years.
Nor are Somerset’s smaller market towns immune from this unhappy story. Ilminster had a population of 5,800 at the last
census since when it has had 384 new houses built or committed. (see page 14)
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Back to Work
Here at Leveller® Towers, the last couple of months have
been, well, pretty challenging. But we’re in good company; it
has been tough on small business right across Somerset. We
know there are loads of others all in the same boat. Many of
them we know, many of them are our advertisers.
Some have had to shut down altogether, with no income and
still not much of a clear idea as to when they can open.
A few have been able to carry on trading, but with reduced
sales. Some have had to change what they do for a living.
All in all, Somerset business is not where it wanted to be, or
even dreamt of being where it is right now.
We at the The Leveller® need to get our business back on
the road – just like you do. We have, I’m pleased to report to
our loyal readers and advertisers, managed to secure our
future for the next six months.
Can we help?
But we also want to do our bit to help others. Especially those
businesses that supported us through the bad times as well as
the good times. This is our community and if we don’t help
each other, well the future doesn’t bear thinking about.
As businesses start to open once more, they need to reach
out and tell people. They need to advertise. And that’s even
more important when you are coming back after 2 months of
lockdown. So from now until 30th June, if anyone books a
series of at least 3 adverts with us and pays for it in advance,
we’ll give you a fourth one free – on top of our normal
discount for booking 3 ads.
The only condition is that the series must be paid in full by 3rd
July. No payment, no free ad.
We’ll take another look at this after the end of June, and if we
can afford it, we’ll extend the scheme. But for now hopefully it
will help local businesses make their ad budgets go further at
the very time when they are going to be stretched to the limit.
If this arrangement would work for you, please get in touch
direct. You can email me at levellereditor@gmail.com

Are Newspapers Safe?
Yes!!
Public Health England (PHE) has advised that people receiving
parcels or direct mail are not at risk of contracting the
coronavirus. Viruses do not survive long on objects, such as
paper, letters or parcels. Especially given that we are all taking
much greater care over handwashing. Of course you will all be
familiar by now with PHE advice for people to wash their
hands more often than usual and for longer than usual using
soap and hot water. But newspaper are safe.

Next issue dates: Copy deadline 29th June Publication date 15th July
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Letters to the Editor
Dear Editor,
How wonderful to read the
article about Youth Hostels
and especially the Street
hostel.
I attach a card purchased in
1954 whilst on an extensive
tour around the southern
counties on my Armstrong
Moth cycle, together with my
membership card clearly
showing my overnight stays.
Very Happy days and so many
memories.
Great to have during
lockdown.

make a stand against austerity would be accused of being a
left-wing extremist.
Now, we come to June 2020 and the country is in turmoil,
we have a Prime Minister Boris who has gone into hiding,
Former PM Gordon Brown said in the Daily Mirror said: “if
he’d taken the same approach as Boris Johnson, he'd have been
laughed out of court.”
Thursday evening we will all go outside and thank our NHS
staff and all our key workers, however, the Conservatives will
forget their sacrifices. Now when the Government seems to
be putting the economy first and health second, gradually
with greater quantities of people returning to work, slowly
but surely the Government will forget about the workers
who sacrificed themselves to bail them out of this crisis. To
the conservatives, there will be no need to recognise the
bravery of NHS workers and there will be no “key workers''
as we will all have returned to work. There are questions
that still must be answered such as, has the Government
acted in the best interest of the public or have they acted in
the interest of the Billionaires who have been “frustrated”
during this crisis due to the risk of their personal wealth
instead of the working class.
I would like to finish by asking my local MP Marcus Fysh, and I
would encourage every last one of you to contact your local
MP’s and request the following action. “Will you support a pay
rise for all key workers in your constituency, as an MP you have
had the luxury of working from home with a significant sum,
please could you do the right thing and stop the attacks on key
workers and give them the rewards they deserve.”
Terry Ledlie
Chairman, Yeovil Labour Party

Lets sing along to “Memories are made of this.”
Yours sincerely,
Peter Yaxley
Dear Editor
I have just opened an official looking email telling me that my
T.V. licence is due for renewal. That is a tad strange as it isn't
due until October and the licence number, although it has the
same number of digits, is incorrect. It tells me that direct
debit is no longer available and invites me to update my
details! Reassuringly, there is a data protection bit at the
bottom which says it won't share the said details or I can just
press the renew button! I thought it might be of interest in
case anyone else might get one. The TV licensing logo is
there but the email address is tvlicensing2020.co.uk rather
than tvlicensing.co.uk
Kind regards
Helen Walker
Muchelney
Dear Editor,
Over the years, the Government has attacked the terms and
conditions of the key workers that they now rely upon to
keep the economy moving. Rewind the clock back to before
this pandemic started, nearly a decade ago in 2010 where the
Tory and the Liberal coalition were born and the country saw
massive cuts to public services whilst politicians refused to
acknowledge NHS staff and with a pay freeze for almost a
decade. Any worker to make a stand against the Austerity
measures would be demonized as militants and any members
of the working class who would join a union which chose to
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Dear Editor
A little while ago, a metal pole was put in place near the
Broomhill Lane Road sign. Last week, I was strolling up the
lane and saw two men with a large van, one of whom was
screwing a 30mph sign in place. I pointed out that there was
already a 30mph sign on the other side and that the new sign
was not visible until drivers were a few feet away as it was
obscured by overhanging vegetation. I was informed that
someone would be along the next day to remove the
vegetation. Sure enough, the following day, someone did come
and remove the offending branches, dumping them on the
edge of the lane.
So assuming that two people installed the post, two were
involved in screwing the 30mph sign to it and at least one
other person turned up the next day to trim the trees to
make the sign visible, at least 5 and probably 6 people were
involved. As the other sign was already in place, you could
probably add another 4 to put in the post for that and
subsequently fix the 30mph plate. Do Somerset Highways
operate a job creation scheme?
Kind regards
(Name and address supplied)

Write to us
If you’d like to share your view on the topics raised in The
Leveller® or any other Somerset matter, write to us at
Leveller Publishing Group, Great Western House, Westover,
Langport, TA10 9RB
However please note although we may withold your name, we
will not publish material received anonymously.
We read all correspondence sent to us by readers whether
we publish it or not.
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COVID 19 support groups
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
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
Other Groups
Bruton
Bruton Town Council use the “Bruton
Buddies” volunteer scheme to keep
helpers and their neighbours safe.
Volunteers 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.
Castle Carey
Carey Cares volunteer Medicines and
Shopping Help Scheme is run to enable
our older residents and those with
health conditions to stay at home and
not go shopping. To use it please either
Phone 01963 351362 preferably
between 9.30am and 12 noon. Or
e-mail: carycares@btinternet.com
Curry Rivel
Curry Rivel Support Group also have 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 co-ordinated by Steve Allinson
Email steve@allinsonlaw.com
Frome
Frome Town Council 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. Please
call 01373 465757 if you, or someone
you know, needs assistance
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 coordinated by Mo Fletcher. 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.
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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

Application for Licence
Mrs Evans Is applying for the Grant of a Premises
Licence for The Premises: Penzoy Paddock,
Westonzoyland Road, Somerset, TA7 0JA.
The Licence if granted is to enable the Following
Activities to take Place:
Sale of alcohol off the premises
Any person wishing to make representations in relation
to this application may do so by writing to the Licensing
Unit, Sedgemoor District Council, Bridgwater House,
King Square, Bridgwater, TA6 3AR.
Representation may be made for 28 consecutive days
from the date of this notice.
A Copy of the application for the grant of the above
licence is kept by The Licensing Unit, Sedgemoor
District Council, Bridgwater House, King Square,
Bridgwater, TA6 3AR. The application can be view
Monday to Thursday 9am to 5pm and 9am to 4.30pm on
Fridays, except bank holidays.
It is an offence knowingly or recklessly to make a false
statement in connection with an application the
maximum fine for which a person is liable on summary
conviction for making a false statement is a Level 5 fine
on the standard scale.

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 once again, 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
Watchet Town Council 01984 633344
townclerk@watchettowncouncil.org
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 all our districts and county councils for anything
to do with COVID 19: 0300 790 6275
For other matters:
Mendip: 0300 303 8588
South Somerset: 01935 462462
Sedgemoor: 0300 303 7800
Somerset West & Taunton: 0300 304 8000
Somerset County Council: 0300 123 2224

Public Information

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 21st June
First Quarter 28th June
Full 5th July
Last quarter 12th July
Planets
Jupiter is Visible all night now
low in the South with to the
Left Saturn, Mars rises around
Midnight due East and in the
same direction Venus is a
bright morning Star rising at
2.30am.
Constellation
Look low to the South this
month and you will see the
unmistakable chain of Stars
that form the Constellation of
Scorpius which actually does
resemble a giant scorpion in
the sky. The fourth Star down
from the top is Antares and is
distinctly red in colour in fact
the name Antares means rival

of Mars which the Star is
often mistaken for.
Celestial Events
On July 5th look for the
spectacle around 11.30pm of
the bright full Moon placed
below the bright Planet
Jupiter which will be heading

http://www.somersetlevelsstargazers.co.uk/

The Somerset Day
15th June
Sunrise 4.57 am
Sunset 9.26 pm
15th July
Sunrise 5.15 am
Sunset 9.18 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
Ilminster - Market Square every Thursday 8am-2pm
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
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Great meeting but don’t read the
captions by the editor
You could not, to be truthful, fault Huish Episcopi Parish
Council’s first go at an online meeting. I’d go further and say
that the use of technology actually made the meeting more
efficient. They chose Google’s Meet rather than Zoom as it
was free with a package they already had for the website, so
much better for the taxpayers! Discussions were sharp and to
the point. There was a minimum of wandering off the straight
and narrow. All in all it went well.
Well executed meeting
Nothing like the comical first effort by SSDC’s Area South
Committee that we reported on last month. To control these
meetings properly, although the meeting is videod live, to
‘attend’ you have to notify the clerk in advance and she passes
on the request to the chair. The chair in turn offers you the
access code a few minutes before the meeting. A bit long
winded? Perhaps, but it worked. So what’s not to like? Overall
you would have to say for a small parish, this was a
professionally run meeting. The technology worked. It was
well managed and business was done very efficiently.
Gremlins
But the ‘Meet’ software has one major glitch. For the harder
of hearing and for those of us that need to keep an accurate
record of what was said, it has some ‘caption software’. This is
a neat piece of kit that simultaneously takes the spoken
word… and scrambles it into the most magically comic text. A
written version of what had definitely not been said by the
speaker. I suspect that this has something to do with the fact
that it was originally programmed in California… and the
speakers, in this instance at least, were based in Somerset.
This manifested itself at its best/worst during the planning
section. As the council Chair, Shirley Nicholas introduced the
subject of planning, the Meet caption system told us she had
said “we seems love me Quentin”. I kid you not. And no she
definitely did not say that either. As the programmers were
American, it is perhaps not surprising that a statement from
several councillors that they had no problem with a plan in
Pibsbury, was rendered “no problem with the plans for
Pittsburgh”. I’m not sure what plans Huish Episcopi Parish
Council have for Pittsburgh, but it would be fascinating to
know….
A planning reference of numbers and letters was rendered by
the caption software as “bubbly Castillo”. I’d definitely like to
try one of those, perhaps as an aperitif? And an application
01112/FUL for a change of use to some holiday units was
rendered “Oh trouble you fools, change of news, listing
halogen units.” No, I don’t know either….
Happily the councillors could see little of this and proceeded
with an efficient and productive meeting, blissfully unaware of
the written chaos they left in their wake….

Solar farm at Queen Camel
by Chris Lewis, CPRE Chair
A planning application has been made in Queen Camel to
industrialise an area the size of the village itself with a huge
solar farm, to be placed just 60m from the edge of the
settlement. It will be adjacent to another solar farm at Sutton
Bridge. One objector has pointed out that the directors are
the same people for both farms, operating under different
company names. The combined site will cover 77 acres.
CPRE Somerset, the countryside charity, has objected on the
grounds that the cumulative impact of the adjacent farms
would be that the landscape on the south east side of Queen
8
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Camel will appear to be dominated by
solar farms almost two thirds of the
way to the horizon. They believe that
this would never have been permitted if
both farms had been applied for
together.
No exhibition or presentation of the
plans, let alone a village referendum,
was ever held on this proposal, despite
its massive scale and significantly
adverse impacts on landscape and
village character. This lack of
consultation is in direct conflict with

government planning guidance for
large-scale solar farms, and the village’s
own Neighbourhood Plan. The
lockdown now makes it impossible to
have a public meeting. The goal seems
to be to get it through planning as fast
as possible, with the community kept
uninformed.
The developers claim that they can
screen the huge site, but the solar
arrays, buildings, infrastructure and
CCTV cameras every 50 yards will be
highly visible from the surrounding

lanes through the unmanaged
deciduous hedges which surround it.
Even if they could hide it, this too
would significantly adversely impact the
open landscape character of the
surrounding countryside.
Those concerned about the loss of
South Somerset countryside on this
scale may wish to contact the planning
officer, whose contact details are
David.kenyon@southsomerset.gov.uk
quoting the application reference
20/00952/FUL.

You just can’t stop The Langport Friendly Society
Inevitably ‘Club Day’ was cancelled this year. That is the traditional walk that the Langport Friendly Society take around their
home town behind the Kingsbury Band and Friendly Society banner. Yet despite the pandemic and all the restrictions they still
managed to mark the day. If you take a look at their Facebook page you’ll see that Paul Keyworth Wright created a virtual walk.
Various committee members attended the usual stops along the way in advance of the day, just to show we hadn’t forgot
everyone. President Bill Langford put on suit, club tie and rosette and completed the route on the day as proxy for all the
members (and the Band of course). So with a clean conscience the Friendly Society can say the walk was completed for the
sake of historic continuity.
And for the record Bill even enjoyed a couple of socially distanced stops/ drinks along the way courtesy of a Keith Peto, James
Ward and Nik Bown. Of course without the band for company Bill had to improvise, whistling a few favourite marches along
the way. However four members of the band did provide a rendition of “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” and posted it on the fb
page. Something the members of the society thought was a really nice touch.
Yet I hear you ask what about those famous lunches that follow every walk. Well all was not lost. A few members of the
committee met on virtually to celebrate absent friends and raise a toast to Her Majesty. Later in the evening we met again on
the same site where the Secretary, Simon Martin “called” for a half a dozen games of bingo.
It may not have been the club day in a traditional sense, but it was a valiant effort to mark the day. And Bill says they expect to
be able to continue (circumstances allowing) in their more traditional and conventional manner next year.
AL
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Dean defects
Can you defect from being an Independent? I’m honestly not
sure. What I do know is that there is something about having a
lockdown for several weeks. It gives time to think. It gives time
to weigh up difficult decisions. And sometimes with all that
time, life becomes much clearer.
This is true in politics as much as it seems to be in other walks
of life. Last month we reported that South Somerset District
Councillor Charlie Hull had left the Conservatives to join the
Green Party. As both are in opposition the change did not
alter the majority of the LibDem group that control the
council
Then The Leveller® learned of another change. This time
Dean Ruddle had also changed parties. Dean who represents
Somerton (he is also chair of Somerton Town Council) was
formerly a Conservative councillor and latterly an Independent.
Now he has joined the LibDems. Dean told The Leveller®
"Even though now is not the time for party politics, I have come to
realise that i need to be part of a team. So I have decided to join
the Lib Dem who focus on our local community issues, front line
services , local housing needs and above all fairness. This will not
change me and the way i work but it will give me and the residents I
serve more help and support in these very difficult unprecedented
times we live in”
It will change matters at SSDC (though not in Somerset
County Council) though. Following Dean's decision to join the
controlling group in SSDC, the LibDems will have 40
councillors out of 60. The full make up of the council will be:
40 Liberal Democrats,
13 Conservatives,
6 Independents and
1 Green
At Somerset County Council where Dean sat as an
Independent, the change will not alter the balance of power.
The Conservatives control the council and Dean will simply
move from one opposition party to another.
It remains the position of The Leveller that when a councillor
changes his or her party, the right thing to do is to hold a byelection to confirm the electorate are happy with the change in
their political leadership.

Shared Enterprise by the editor
Last month we mentioned the difference in view from Huish
Episcopi when it came to the precept each has and the
reserves they have to support it. One of the reasons we
usually “lump” Langport and Huish Episcopi together when
comparing towns across Somerset, is that quite a lot of Huish
is effectively a suburb of Langport. Of much greater
importance though, is the fact that Husih Episcopi Parish
Council grant large sums of money from their precept to
support the town of Langport. They are of course separate
legal entities, and they remain so to this day with little
prospect of that changing. However they tend to share
resources and from a financial point of view, provide support
for each other.
To make the point, we can refer to this year’s Chairman’s
report given by Shirley Nicholas, which gives a list of grants
given to support activities, many of which are within the
boundary of Langport Town Council, or shared respurces for
both Langport and Huish Episcopi.
These include:
Memorial Field £7,500.00
Memorial Field (additional for electrics) £1,800.00
Langport Information Centre, now situated in the Library
£2,000.00
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Somerton - what’s been going on!
by the editor
While some councils have opted to try their luck at Zoom
meetings, Somerton has played safe. The town clerk has been
voted powers to take decisions and manage the town’s affairs
by the Town Council.
So what’s been happening over the past couple of months?
Planning
The main reason most local people engage with the town
council is on matters of planning. Planning matters are now
dealt with by email. The Clerk makes sure that all planning
application notices received are circulated to the Planning
Committee members. The team "discuss" issues by email and
the results are collated by the Clerk who then passes on the
view of the town council to the South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) planning team. Submissions are always posted
on the Somerton Town Council Website. Whilst the public
can't "hear" the Planning Committee discussions, all the
planning applications are displayed on the noticeboards and if
anyone wants to comment, they can do so direct to SSDC.
Half pipe
Now to more fun things! A new “half-pipe” has been installed
in the skate park at Somerton Recreation Ground, Gassons
Lane, Somerton. It is now officially open. However the town
council rely on users following published guidelines including
on social distancing. If these are not followed, it will have to
be closed again. After a survey of young people who use the
skate park in Autumn last year, this was the most voted for
piece of equipment. So the town plunged in and have spent
£28,000 putting it in and making it safe. Town Clerk Jude
Raybould told us “it is being successfully used and enjoyed by
many young users under current government guidelines specifically
related to the skate park”
The closure of facilities at the Edgar Hall has given an
opportunity for work on the bar area refurbishment to be
brought forward. Originally planned for August 2020, the
Contractor has been contacted to consider moving this date
forward. As long as social distancing measures can be
complied with and the contractor is
Unfortunately, the Annual Parish Meeting (normally held in
May along with the annual parish awards) has had to be
postponed.
Russett Road
Somerton readers will also be interested to hear that the
temporary Road Traffic Order (RTO) for Russet Road is
under review. This was always the intention. If the review
considers that the order has been a success, then a new
permanent order will be put in place. For now though, all we
can say is “watch this space”!
Langport and Huish Episcopi Youth Group £6,000.00
Payment for the upkeep of St Mary’s Churchyard £1,750.00
Huish Episcopi Primary School (grant mainly for Swimming
lessons) £1000.00
Langport and Huish Episcopi Senior Citizens Club £500.00
Langfest £500.00
Huish Episcopi and Langport Cricket Club £500.00
Foodbank (to Langport Town Trust rent of Hall) £468.00
Langport Town Trust (clock) £4,600.00
Defibrillator at the Leisure Centre £1,800.00
Grant to The Angel £1,000.00
Langport Town Council Cycleway £967.0
So that would be quite a lot then and evidence if any were
needed that the town of Langport and parish of Huish
Episcopi share a lot of common resources.
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A bit of a stink
It is now nearly 18 months since the Greencore factory in
Evercreech closed its doors. The company used to make
chilled deserts; M&S was one of its largest customers. After
126 years of providing local employment for up to 400
workers, the factory site now stands idle. Shortly after the
closure, the site was purchased by a demolition company and
since then it has remained derelict. However the old dairy
silos remain and last July environmental experts from Mendip
District Council (MDC) asked the site owner to deal with a
foul smell. They confirmed that specialist contractors were
engaged to 'make good' the situation.
Unbearable smell
Less than one year on, and there is a problem again. Whether
through vandalism or leakage, it is not known, but ‘an
unknown substance’ is now spread across sections of the
factory yard which has literally been baking in the early
summer sun.
Residents contacted local councillor and MDC portfolio
holder for Enterprise and Finance, Barry O’Leary. They have
complained about a ‘foul and unbearable smell’. Worse, during
lockdown this has been literally forcing them to shut their
windows and stay locked within their homes. Mr O’Leary got
in touch with MDC’s specialist environmental enforcement
team in the last week of May. They inspected the site and, we
understand, were not at all happy with what they found.
Mr O’Leary told us “having had discussions with many people,
including the site owners, West Group, I can confirm not only were
mitigation actions taken last Thursday to contain the discharge from
the silo but in addition they have, at my and others’ request,
arranged for a specialist removal company to attend …. to clear
the site of the discharge, I have asked all silos be inspected and if
product is present it be removed.”
As we went to press Cllr O’Leary told us that West Group
had confirmed that all the silos had been cleaned out and the
residue cleared from the site.
So, hopefully, by the time you read this the air will be clean
and windows will once again be opened to fresh country
breezes… AL

New directors at
Fair Housing for Frome
Local campaigning group Fair Housing for Frome (FHfF) has
strengthened its hand by bringing in four additional directors
taking its board up to nine in number. New to the board are
former lettings agent Polly Lamb, Frome Town Councillor and
new town Mayor Anita Collier, retired engineer Andy Jones
and social worker Carol Foster. The new members bring
specific skill sets and energy to FHfF.
During the current COVID-19 pandemic and resulting
lockdown, FHfF has been in demand. They have been working
closely with private landlords and other agencies in an effort
to understand the situation for tenants who may have either
lost income or had their income reduced significantly.
Symbiotic solution?
One particular subject currently under discussion is the issue
of empty Airbnb properties in the town. The B&B industry is
as paralysed as most other tourism businesses and FHfF would
like to hear from Airbnb owners and encourage them to make
properties available to rent by local people in housing need.
Chair Ali Barclay says “We would be really keen to hear from
holiday property owners in Frome, although potentially temporary
the idea of letting an empty home to local people makes perfect
sense as it not only helps solves urgent housing problems it brings
an income to owners who might be struggling without customers for
some time, property owners can contact FHfF at
info@fairhousingforfrome.org.uk for more information.”
FHfF runs a helpful Facebook page called Frome Housing
Noticeboard which helps connect tenants with available
properties. The page has seen a jump in activity in recent
months which might be a pointer to what’s happening in the
town. With the increase in unemployment and other health
issues surrounding lockdown FHfF now plans to carry out
surveys and engage with people and other organisations to
assess where is best to put its energies for the remainder of
the year. AL

The Bridgwater Way

Before all the chaos of the pandemic interrupted daily life, a
joint initiative to improve the transport infrastructure in and
around Bridgwater was going great guns. The Bridgwater way
was a project run by Somerset County Council with funding
Inevitably as we enter June still under restrictions driven by the provided by EDF Energy and supported by Sedgemoor District
response to the COVID 19 pandemic, Wells in Bloom will not Council. The initiative was set up in 2012 includes investment
be going ahead as normal this year.
in new roads and improvements to existing roads and
But that does not
junctions. But it also looks at healthier, greener ways to travel
mean that Somerset’s
too. There are planned miles of new and improved routes for
only city cannot have a pedestrians and cyclists. It also offers active travel initiatives
floral display to bright- to make getting to work or school easier and safer.
en up flagging spirits.
As more and more housing is built in the area, the focus is
So the city council staff now moving very much more towards cycling and walking. A
have put up the hangyear ago a digital cycle map was launched. It creates a route
ing baskets and cradles tailored to your requirements and makes it really simple to
around Wells. Then
see how much of the route is on and off road - ideal for those
hopefully when more
that are new to cycling or a little less confident. A new update
of us can leave our
also enables cyclists to save the map and planner to their
homes and enjoy the
smart phone or tablet, making it even easier to use the tool
city centre, the city will on the go, wherever you are. To begin using the map, visit:
still look just as colour- http://maps.thebridgwaterway.co.uk
ful and splendid.
The latest developments have seen more cycle routes opened.
Pictured are Andy AlYou can now cycle, traffic-free into Bridgwater from
len, Paul Frost and
Cannington and North Petherton and improvements are also
Alex Westwood with a floral display in the High Street. Photo
planned for routes to and from Puriton.
by Philip Welch

Not in bloom
but still bloomin nice
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For more information on travelling around Bridgwater and to
get the latest news on information and events in Bridgwater
and the surrounding area, visit The Bridgwater
Way website at www.thebridgwaterway.co.uk

Debenhams Future under review
The Debenhams store in Taunton has been a major landmark
for decades. Debenhams has been the subject of much
coverage in the national and local media. The difficulties it has
been facing are well known. As a result, even though it has so
far, survived the national round of closure, contingency plans
are now in progress in case Debenhams in Taunton closes.
hanging landscape
If it did close, there is little demand for retail premises of this
size in the current economic climate. Redevelopment options
would need to be considered. Consultants Crossmark and
their design team are now working on that plan on behalf of
the landlord. Crossmark are specialists in UK real estate
development and investment.
Plans so far involve a mixed-use development that enables a
variety of commercial uses to be retained on the ground
floor and provides active retirement living for over-55s on
the upper floors. The owners believe this approach would be
the best bet to secure the necessary investment to ensure
the plans can be delivered.
Discussions have begun with Somerset West and Taunton
Council as the Local Planning Authority. An overview of
work to date will be publicly available online from 28 May at
http://www.19to26northstreet.co.uk Feedback is welcomed.
Obviously at this stage of the process and with such an

important building to the town centre, the more the merrier.
Alison Bancroft, Redport told The Leveller® that getting the
public's view was important but would be tricky in the short
term “With public gatherings unlikely for the foreseeable future,
we’ve been looking at how we can best consult online. We’re
beginning the consultation at an early stage to give plenty of time
for people to become aware of these proposals and respond. As
designs develop, we will also be holding public webinars to present
proposals and give people a chance to ask questions.”
At present there is no suggestion that the Debenhams store
in Taunton will definitely close. But Debenhams is in trouble.
It entered administration in April this year, and that was the
second time in 12 months.
Yeovil, Bridgwater and Taunton
Three of our biggest towns have arguably failed to see the
problem coming. Yet here the Landlord of Debenhams is
showing them the way forward. Yeovil and Bridgwater have
tinkered around with street lighting, bandstands and
‘refreshing’ the areas around the town centre. This they claim
will attract new stores.

We have argued that it will not. Just an opinion, but the fact
is that in each town more stores are closing than new ones
openingThere needs to be a debate about what the high
street is for. . This is something The Leveller® has called for
repeatedly over many years. It is plain for all to see that the
chain stores that filled our high streets for decades will not
return. Jessops has gone. Comet has gone. BHS has gone.
Mothercare has gone. In Yeovil Beales has gone too.
Is there any point tidying up pedestrian ways, if there are no
shops to walk in between? If the high street is not going to
have major chains of shops in it, then what is it going to do?
What should the buildings be used for? Do we even need a
high street? Perhaps a different street design for the town
centre would be more desirable? Perhaps multiple squares, or
smaller streets on a grid pattern? The time for this debate is
running out. But the District Councils who have responsibility
for it, do not appear to have started the conversation. It
needs to happen and happen quickly

Yeovil road set for resurfacing
If you are going to do major roadworks, now is not a bad time
to choose. Yes, lockdown may be being eased, but there is still
a lot less traffic on the roads. So plans by Somerset County
Council to resurface the A30 Sherborne Road between the
Lyde Road junction and the Dorset boundary are timely.
SCC tell us that the road was last resurfaced back in February
2018 but is already showing early signs of deterioration.
Testing has shown the surface to be defective and it will be
removed and replaced at no cost to the County Council.
Works will take place over five nights, starting on 15 June,
with a road closure in place to keep the workforce and
travelling public safe. AP
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Somerset News
Continued from page 1
South Somerset District Council (SSDC) plan to approve
another 496 by the middle of the 2030s. That’s 880 houses
and, at an average of three to a house, a population of 2,640.
So SSDC have actually planned to add 50% to the population
of the town in just 25 years.
In Somerton the situation is similar. A town of just 4,340 at
the last census, SSDC had approved 474 homes by 2017 and
plan to approve 374 more by 2028. That’s 2,544 at three to a
house and a population increase of nearly 60%.
In our county town developments are not small either.
Garden developments or not, the numbers are not small. In
2019 one development between Comeytrowe and Trull was
approved for 2,000 homes.
That’s 10% of the Taunton’s
population in one
development. Add to that a
vision for the future that
includes 1,500 new homes
at Staplegrove, 4,500 at
Monkton Heathfield, 900 at
Nerrols and without
touching a piece of
brownfield land, you have
8,900 homes or around
26,700 new people. That’s
increasing the population of
Taunton by 44%.
Fit for purpose?
Now it is true that our
District Councils were planning for growth. But that was
supposed to meet the needs of our population. Time and
again these developments have valiantly demonstrated the
opposite. With average prices sky-rocketing, the homes being
built nearly always fail to meet the needs of the local
population.
The maths is simple. With house prices averaging £250,000
across the region, that puts them on a multiple of around 8.5
times the average salary (see p???) in Somerset. That’s
according to research published by the House of Commons
Library in May.
What these housing developments are, as we have pointed
out many times before, is very cheap for someone living in
South East England. The average house price for a resident of
Bromley in Kent is £425,000. If you want to sell up and live in
the W Country, it is easy to see how attractive that
proposition would be. The same goes for inner London
where the far from glamorous Peckham (remember Only Fools
and Horses?) has house prices that average £500,000. Sell up
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and buy a house for half the price? Get rid of your mortgage?
Who wouldn’t find that prospect attractive? So the grand
plans we keep putting forward to meet local housing need,
consistently fail to do so. They are the wrong houses of the
wrong size at the wrong price.
That was bad enough. But as the pandemic finally dies down a
little, estate agents are noting a significant increase in interest
in rural properties from those living in our densely packed
cities. The sort of houses our planners are allowing, is exactly
what city dwellers are looking for to escape the worst
ravages of a future pandemic.
But now our planners have a very different challenge. The
arrival of COVID-19 should be making planning teams across
the county sit back and
think. So far they have only
achieved the former.
Dense
Throughout the pandemic
it has been notable that,
although people have sadly
died in Somerset, it has not
been on the same scale as
in the rest of the country.
By the end of May there
had been 140 deaths from
COVID-19, out of a total
population of just 550,000.
That’s a rate of 25 per
100,000 people. It
compares well not just
within the UK, but around the world too.
The other thing we know about Somerset is that it is, for
now at least, one of the least densely populated parts of
England. As we noted in our April edition, without the
population density in cities like Bristol and London it is much
harder for the virus to spread. And it is worth remembering
that Somerset is not just rural, it is one of the most rural
counties in England. The population density is approximately
1.5 people per hectare and in West Somerset even lower at
just 0.5 people per hectare. In fact, before the changes to the
local authority boundaries in 2019, the population density in
West Somerset made it one of the five lowest local authority
regions in England.
Number of people per hectare:
Central London 101
Bristol 39
England average 4.1
All Somerset 1.5
West Somerset 0.5
What next?
We have three pieces of information. We are building the
wrong houses at the wrong price. We have plans in place to
dramatically scale up the size of our communities. The density
of housing within those communities is set to increase
dramatically too. We know that we have escaped the worst
ravages of the pandemic because we are, for now, a low
density part of the country.
You might have thought that with those three pieces of data,
planners across the county would be taking stock.
Considering how the plans for our built environment could –
indeed should – change. We might have hoped they would be
lobbying government. We might have hoped revised plans for
settlements and revised planning guidance would be issued.
As a minimum perhaps asking Westminster to change the
rules.
Lobbying MPs to take action.

Somerset News
At the very least they might be performing analysis to see how
Old hat?
the density of urban dwellings, the garden sizes allotted to each When at school I was taught that the great fire of London in
plot, the use of greenfield or brownfield sites might be altered 1666 finished off the great plague of 1665. It is now generally
in the light of what we know about the disease. So we asked
accepted as a bit of myth for two reasons. The fire did not
each planning team what they were doing. The answer can best solve insanitary conditions beyond the city walls and did not
be summarised as “nothing until somebody else tells us what to
kill off the rats that brought the plague into the city in the first
do”. To be more precise these are the responses:
place.
Sedgemoor: Clearly, there will probably be some national
However, that is not to say that the combination of plague
planning guidance that emerges in respect of longer-term
and fire had no impact within the city walls. There are two
impacts of the pandemic that will influence development
things we do know. One is that the plague never returned to
policies in time. The immediate Government response has been London after the Great Fire. And two, the area within the city
to emphasise the need to continue delivering planning decisions walls was substantially rebuilt and remodelled. Scholars argue
to support economic growth objectives, restart development
about the degree to which things had changed but all accept
activities and to offer greater pragmatism in respect of planning there were significantly fewer houses. Estimates vary between
standards and conditions to support operation of businesses,
20% and 40% fewer.
construction sites etc. This alongside a more relaxed planning
And if poor old Christopher Wren’s grand scheme of wide
regime to support development necessary for responding to
boulevards and open squares was never really a goer, major
the crisis, ie field hospitals etc. We would imagine, in the longer improvements were still made. Several streets were widened.
term, changes in behaviour though recovery such as different
A new street, King Street, was built by carving through private
shopping and travel behaviours will influence national and local properties from the Guildhall to the Thames wharf. Markets
planning policies, although clearly the longer-term effects are a in the streets were moved into new special market halls. In
little unknown. For the immediate future– housing, economic
short, the city within the walls became a much more sanitary
development and environmental drivers remain largely the
place.
same and will continue to provide the context for planning
There remains much conjecture as to exactly why the plague
decisions although we think there could be a market response never came back, but no conclusive answer. But we do know
in respect of layout of internal spaces, which would go through that the population density within the city changed forever,
the normal planning channels.
the streets were widened and the plague did not return.
SSDC: We understand our colleagues at Sedgemoor provided a
response and we concur with the statement.
Mendip: Gave a brief statement indicating nothing would be changing yet.
As to Somerset West & Taunton, at the time of going to press they had not responded to our request for information.
Unless they eventually respond with something unexpected, you can rest easy that the reaction in Somerset to COVID 19 is
pretty much “business as usual.” AL
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Andrew Lee
Editor

Obfuscation and the dark arts

The media are often accused of fake news. I get that. To take
but one issue from last month, I do believe it was
reprehensible that:
��
Dominic Cummings did not fall on his sword (this is a
government full of those who have studied the classics but
consistently fail to live by them).
��
The Prime Minister, noting his failure to resign, didn’t
give him the push.
��
Equally I believe that it was absurd for elements
within the media to wage all-out war on this one issue when
the country was going through a major health crisis.
Sometimes you just have to see the wood from the trees.
Certainly the media have responsibility for some of very poor
behaviour. But it was government that invented spin and the
dark arts. Remember Alastair Campbell?
Problems there before virus
At the end of May, South Somerset District Council (SSDC)
issued a press release warning of threats to its finances. It lays
the blame squarely on COVID-19 for these woes. But the
press release itself is highly misleading. It lists the many things
it has had to pay out. The biggest ticket item on that list is
the grants paid to small businesses amounting to £33m. At
the bottom of the press release it goes on to say “To date
South Somerset District Council has received £1.7 million of
financial support from the government.”
We questioned whether or not the council had received the
£41.44m the Westminster Government said they had paid to
cover the small business grants. In response we were told
“those are two entirely separate things. £1.7m has been provided
to cover loss of income and provide services during the Coronavirus
crisis. Grants money would be entirely separate to this as this was
solely provided to be given to local businesses.” All
true, but the fact SSDC mentioned the cost the
council had incurred and conveniently forgot to
mention the government funding provided felt
disingenuous.
There is no doubt that all of our District
Councils have done some fine work providing
for their local communities. For instance the fact
that SSDC has spent £990,000 supporting the
homeless during the crisis is to its credit. But
SSDC has troubles of its own. These will
become obvious when the accounts for the year
to 31 March 2020 are published. Because those
accounts will only include one week of COVID-19 lockdown.
And what SSDC is trying to do, is to position its financial
crisis as entirely caused by the COVID-19 crisis and a failure
of central government to fund that. But is this true?
Taking account
The reason the accounts to March 2020 are important is that
they will show whether the cost base of the council has gone
down or not. Because SSDC has spent millions on a
transformation process to make the council more flexible and
more responsive. One thing we do know now is that it has
not even finished. We are told in response to questions from
the auditors that “Transformation was to include new digital
software to deliver the efficiencies required to allow for the
reduction in staffing made. These have not yet been delivered in
full.” We will learn more when we have those accounts.
What we do have right now, is SSDC’s own estimate of its
financial losses during the COVID-19 crisis from 23 May
onwards. They were not in the press release, but buried in
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the detail and the small print. And once again they point to
issues that were present long before the pandemic.
The largest single item identified is a loss of revenue from…
the vast portfolio of investment properties that SSDC has
built over the past three years. It expects a hit of £1.9m in
lost revenue. In fact Peter Seib, Portfolio Holder for Finance
& Legal Services, admits for the very first time that “We need
to consider what a ‘balanced portfolio’ looks like in these uncertain
times and what other investment opportunities might exist outside
of traditional property. If we are going to avoid substantial cuts to
services, we need to look at how we can continue to invest and
drive income growth. This was the case pre-COVID-19 and is even
more important now.” This is something we have been pointing
out for two years. And have been constantly derided by
SSDC for our wrong headedness in doing so.
There is more interesting material in an appendix that looks
at how the council was performing against targets that it set
itself following that extremely expensive Transformation
Programme. To its credit, many of the targets are being met.
But it is a very simplistic system. So residents of South
Somerset will not be surprised to find that most targets set
for planning have been met. That of course includes the lack
of planning appeals. On two occasions in the last 12 months
SSDC has simply ignored the decision of elected members
who came up with the wrong answer and brought them back
to regulation a second time to get the right answer (Coat
Road Martock and Templecombe). It has certainly hit the
target, but it is a victory that rings hollow.
The full picture?
The fact that SSDC has had very few appeals may or may not
of course be the reason it missed the target of building 35%
affordable housing and only managed 31%. And in
hard numbers, against a target of 254 affordable
homes for the year, just 196 were completed. This
is hitting the poorest families in the district the
hardest. It begs the question: are they not having
appeals simply because they are giving developers
what they want?
SSDC also committed to buying more from smalland medium-sized companies. It set a target that
10% of its spend would be with those companies. It
actually achieved just 5% in the fourth quarter. And
here we must declare an interest. SSDC put all
their advertising through London-based Reach PLC.
We sit here as an independent local newspaper in the district
and are never considered. Maybe it is because we write
articles that are not always favourable to SSDC?
On which subject… some of the performance is woeful; 44
households in temporary accommodation against a target of
30. A target that was not hit in any quarter of the year. New
council tax claims are meant to take 30 days on average. By
Quarter 4 they were 62 days. The same with processing new
benefits claims, 28 days against a target of 21.
Don’t look here!
OK, so that is a lot of detail. But it plays to a very simple
overall point. SSDC would like you to believe its financial
position is being hard hit by COVID-19. And that may be
true, in part at least. But the facts it is diverting your
attention from, is that the organisation had completed a
‘Transformation’ that was failing to hit important targets
before the pandemic. And that some very significant costs are
not the result of a pandemic, but of misguided investment
policies that commenced three years ago.

15th June 2020
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Left Page

Left Page, Right and Over !

The Left Page by Leigh Redman

WE may not yet be out of the woods, but there is a sense of
trying to get there. If not back to normal, then to some extent
or other back to the “new normal”.
Of course we are all still trying to work out what that might
look like!
So in the meantime, we wanted to ask our three politicians,
from their very different standpoints, to tell us what they
would most like to see from central government right now.
Specifically, what they would ask central government to do to
help the people of Somerset, to help the economy of
Somerset.
What would that look like?
As ever their words come to you unedited, make of them
what you will….

I believe that local authorities must be at the heart of contact
tracing. Community testing and contact tracing represents our
greatest hope for managing the risks to health of covid-19,
until a vaccine and effective treatments become available. We
know that work is underway at pace to resume contact
tracking and tracing in England, Government have been
advertising for people to become tracers. The App pilot that
was run on the Isle of Wight was not as successful as hoped.
This work was a core part of Matt Hancock’s five-point plan
for combating covid-19, in support of some relaxation of
lockdown and a massive step to opening up the new world we
are all desperate for, being able to meet and socialise.
Whilst the pace is understandable, the methods and approach
taken are top down, and appear to lack an effective role for
key regional co-ordination. Local authorities must be at the
heart of contact tracing because covid-19 is best understood
as a pattern of local outbreaks rather than a national pandemic
with a similar impact in every community. Councils have an
unrivalled understanding of their populations and this must be
drawn on if contact tracing and isolating is to be effective.
Many people isolating will need the skilled support of local
authority staff rooted in place. It is clear that the
transformation of the NHS in the early stages of the pandemic
demonstrates that fundamental changes can be executed
quickly and effectively in response to a crisis. National leaders
need to learn from this experience, by working with local
leaders to ensure that the lockdown can be relaxed safely.
The Government’s duty of care to the public demands nothing
less.
I hope that we can find a way to meet a compromise around
Council funding, at the start of this senior ministers stated that
Councils will get ‘Whatever it takes’, Councils have been
amazing in this, stepping up to meet the needs of communities,
sometimes with no notice, Minsters step up to the rostrum in
the daily press conferences and make unexpected
announcements that impact local Councils, it is not just
County & District level that are impacted, in recent years your
local town or parish Council has taken over the operation of
services that we take for granted, Cemeteries, town halls,
toilet and street cleaning, all Councils are losing income from
several key income streams room hire, income from both
retail premises and offices, in these cases they have chosen to
support tenants with a rent holiday, all of this impacting
Council funding.
Local Councils at every level have been massively impacted by
the Coronavirus crisis with Government making demands on
spending and on services whilst imposing restrictions on public
life, while providing some much needed financial support,
there will have to be a major reckoning somewhere down the
line. Some Councils may be subject to section 114 reports,
which are essentially bankruptcy notifications, in the next few
weeks. Local Councils have been flagging up their concerns
and demanding that Government
recognise this before it is too late.
So firstly, to limit the spread and
prevent a second wave I would seek
assurance that Government ensures
local Government is used to support
track and trace, and secondly it is also
crucial that we make and win the case
for proper compensation from
Government, there will be no
economic recovery without a
financially sustainable local
Government.
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The Right Page by David Warburton
Perhaps the biggest temptation when faced with the aridity of
life under lockdown is to collapse chronology, ignore the
present and anticipate the resumption of normality. But
normality is not immutable – a rock patiently waiting for
turbulent waters to recede. With the economy, social norms
and political discourse in considerable flux, it’s important to
remember the nature of the challenges we’ll face in our area
to refashion normality in an image that serves the people of
Somerset. That will not only involve re-harnessing the galvanic
energy that normally drives our local economy, but also
ensuring that we are working within a legislative framework
that’s suitable for our needs.
Agriculture
To that end, I joined with a few other South West MPs in
sponsoring and voting for amendments to the Agriculture Bill
which had the latest stage of its journey towards the statute
book a couple of weeks ago. Though this meant my having to
vote against the Government, and though I know we’ve
secured commitments from the front bench to protect British
food, environmental and animal welfare standards, I do feel
strongly that it’s imperative this should be enshrined in
legislation if the South West’s world beating farmers and food
producers are to have the certainty they need to plan ahead.
And I think the implications of such protections extend even
further. The principles enshrined in the clauses I supported regulatory equivalence for food imports as part of future free
trade agreements; the protection of environmental standards;
protection for animal welfare and, crucially, the guarantee of a
level plating field for our agricultural and food production
sectors – are vitally important if the viability of the agriculture
sector in our area and elsewhere is to be maintained.
Given that every link in global supply chains will need to be
stress-tested within the context of Covid-19 and its aftermath,
food security will be more important than ever. Currently,
around 60% of the food we eat is produced in the UK. An
undercutting of domestic standards by cheaper imports would
have devastating consequences for our farmers. A failure to
protect their competitiveness risks not only eroding the
resilience of our farming industry, but the ability of the UK to
cope with future crises of the sort we currently face. So it’s
about food security for all of us, and protecting the ability of
our farmers to provide it.
Infrastructure
Alongside this – and this a drum I’ve beaten so often Ministers must feel something rather like political tinnitus
every time my name arrives in their inbox. But it’s vital that
our area gets the infrastructure upgrades it’s needed for so
long. To that end, I’ve squeezed out a little time in the
intervals of Covid-19 related work to engage with local
stakeholders in
submitting a bid for
a new railway
station in the
Somerton/Langport
area. The first
stages of that have
now gone in and
we’ll now begin the
process of leaping
through the usual
bureaucratic
obstacle course.
Watch this space…
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Over The Page by Gideon Amos
Johnson Standing By Cummings Distracts
From The Real Challenge
Central government’s role in the Covid19 crisis has been
characterised by episodes of goodwill directed towards them
from members of the public through an ongoing catalogue of
ministerial inadequacy.
Testing was abandoned in March, entry checks weren’t
imposed when the pandemic broke out, lockdown came too
late, testing was too slow to restart, protective equipment
wasn’t supplied when it was needed and care homes were told
to accept Covid19 patients helping to create the worst
hotspot we have yet seen, spelling tragedy for thousands.
On the plus side our communities have responded entirely
positively and constructively. In the lockdown people have
been more, not less, willing to work together.
A small child in our neighbourhood went missing this
weekend. Within five to ten minutes a whole army of
neighbours and friends were out searching the area. PCSOs
and police officers arrived in minutes. The child was found
playing with children nearby an hour or so later but it served
to remind us all how much we rely on each other in times of
crisis – and how, superbly, it seems we can!
People are following the rules, adjusting to the new reality and
coming out to help their communities.
All the more disappointing then to read about Dominic
Cummings’ decision to do his own thing, “please yourself” on
the advice to “stay home” was the message. Local
Conservative MPs (with the honourable exception of the
member for Somerton and Frome) have simply backed him
and PM Johnson on the trips made to and around County
Durham. The mantra we are told now of course is that we
must “move on”, a clever tactic since everyone yearns to
move on from our current crisis one way or another, but of
course a disingenuous one as it’s simply aimed to get them out
of a hole they have created.
As several lawyers have pointed out the law can’t be bent by
advisers, ministers or even Prime Ministers to suit their own
“interpretation”. As the Durham constabulary have said there
might have been a minor breach and they would certainly have
advised him to return had they stopped him. At the very least
ignoring the “stay home” advice was completely contrary to
the seriousness with which members of the public took it,
sometimes at great personal and emotional cost to themselves
and to loved ones.
So if I’m asked what are the two things the government should
do now (aside from preparing vastly better for next time as
previously covered on this page) the first would be a simple
“sorry” and a which would reassert the strength of current
guidance which has been so badly undermined.
Second, instead of the distraction of errant advisers remaining
in post, we need to massively reinforce the track and trace
system, especially now Somerset has the highest R rate in the
country. There is still little sign of it functioning here when we
all know that in other countries
it’s been the first line of defence
and that has worked incredibly
well where the necessary
investment in it has been made.
Let’s not forget that in the war
against this deadly virus the death
rates sadly show that almost every
other country in the world has
been more effective than the
current UK government.
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Stogursey Bites Back
District councils are not always popular with the parish
councils in their patch. Too often we hear comments at parish
council meetings that parish councillors feel their views are
completely ignored. It is not so long since Mudford Parish
Council passed a vote of no confidence in their district
councillor. Now Stogursey Parish Council have gone one step
further. At their meeting on 13th May they passed a motion of
“no confidence in their District council, Somerset West and
Taunton Council(SWT). The vote was passed by 7 votes to
none against with 2 abstentions.
The Leveller understands the issues leading up to the vote
being called for included a perceived failure of SWT Planning
Department to take local issues into account when making
their decisions. It was also pointed out that the planning team
at SW&T did not deal with applications in a timely manner
Councillor Chris Ford told us that “Subsequently our Parish Clerk wrote to SW&T informing them of the vote. Since then their
Governance Officer, Amy Tregallas, has contacted (us) and had a conversation with our deputy chairperson Sue Goss.”
In response to the motion being passed a spokesperson for SWT told The Leveller® that “The council takes its responsibility as
the Local Planning Authority seriously. It is currently looking into a complaint received from Stogursey Parish Council” HB

Sound And Vision
Council meetings in Sedgemoor resumed last month using the Government’s permission for councils to hold virtual public
meetings, using video or phone during the COVID-19 pandemic. Sedgemoor chose to allow the public the option to phone in
and listen and even to speak at these meetings. Which all seemed a bit 20th century. Somerset County Council (SCC) did the
same for their first meeting under the new order – a scrutiny meeting for Adult Social Care.
Meanwhile District Councils Mendip, South Somerset and Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T) had all held full video meetings.
These allowed residents and the press to both see as well as hear what was going on. It also allowed the public to ask questions
too.
Vision on?
Quite why the public should have sound but no vision at County and Sedgemoor is not entirely apparent. Perhaps they didn’t
want us to see all the ‘elephants in the room’. A spokesperson for SCC told us that this would be sorted by the time you read
this and the public can expect sound and vision in the future.
From Sedgemoor though, the tone was more muted. Their
spokesperson would only tell us: “This is all our current
technology allows. Whilst it meets the minimum legal
requirements, we are keen to do more and therefore will be
moving to Microsoft Teams in the next couple of months and this
will have added functionality.”
But the gold star for performance once again sits with
SW&T. Not only do they video their meetings, but the video
can be accessed alongside the minutes of the meeting on
their website and they have even broken it down item by
item so you don’t have to scroll through the whole thing to
find what you are looking for. If only all councils could do the
same? HB

No to houses at Castle Cary
The planning application ( 19/01840/OUT ) to place 200
houses in the magnificent field sweeping down to Castle Cary
railway station has been refused by SSDC’s Area East
Committee. This was in line with the recommendation from
the planning officer. It will now go to SSDC’s Regulation
Committee, perhaps as early as 16 June. Let us hope that
they will have the courage to refuse it.
We spoke to the Campaign for the Protection of Rural
England about their concerns with the application. They
explained their view that the harm is not just to the
landscape setting of the town, but also to the unspoilt setting
of the Victorian station, which opened in 1857. The
independent heritage consultant employed by SSDC, in direct
response to CPRE Somerset’s concerns, confirmed that such
harm conflicts with the Council’s Historic Environment policy
EQ3. That should provide another ground for refusal. AL
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2.30

Take a hike by Ancient pistol

One little discussed aspect of the pandemic in Somerset, is the
impact it has had on dental care. Inevitably, because of the
nature of the work, personal protective equipment (PPE) is
essential for safe dental treatment in a pandemic. That means
safe masks, gloves and gowns. And dentists around the county
ran out very rapidly; added to which they were advised not to
carry out any aerosol generating procedures (AGPs). This
includes anything that would involve drills or ultrasonic
scalers. I’m not sure I really know what AGPs are, but even I
can see this renders the dentist’s job all but impossible. Most
did not want to go on the record, but we quickly got a clear
picture of the problems within the service. One dentist told
us that “a month or so before we were forced to close, we couldn’t
order masks or gloves as, like with toilet paper, masks, gloves,
surface disinfectants, visors had all been stockpiled. The
Government said it would send these items to us. We received
three boxes of masks and three boxes of gloves. That lasted 1.5
days.”
Drilling down to the facts
Many dentist surgeries were simply forced to shut down. One
dentist told The Leveller® he had 50 patients on his list at the
point when he was forced to close. Because of the hiatus in
the service, the NHS opened two urgent dental centres
(UDCs) in Bridgwater and Taunton. But these had a mandate
to treat life-threatening dental infections and extractions only.
But as another dentist told us “There was a two- or three-week
hiatus between being told we had to shut our practice to the first
UDCs being opened in Bridgwater and Taunton. Two to three
weeks with raging toothache and nowhere to be seen is dreadful to
the patients.” And if you are thinking that hospital dental staff
could cover some of this work, then think again. The Leveller®
understands that most had already been redeployed to other
hospital departments to help with the crisis. It was such a
predicament that we were told by one dentist that she had to
talk a couple of people out of trying to take their own teeth
out in the garden shed.
The way ahead?
Nor is the way back to a new normal very clear. There will be
minimum times between appointments to allow the surgery to
be ventilated and floors mopped between patients. But, unless
the NHS pays dentists for the downtime between patients and
to pay for all the PPE once it is available, they will struggle to
survive. A lot of dental practices are in financial difficulty as I
write this.
And PPE remains an issue. Reopening will either be based on
having the same PPE as they use in Intensive Treatment Units
(ITUs), and of course they don’t want to compete for these
resources with ITUs. Or the Government will suddenly
decide that the normal PPE that dentists have used for
decades is just fine. Which would presumably leave them and
their patients unsafe. And if it is a new normal with full PPE,
then as one dentist put it to us “patients will need to get used to
their dentist being gowned up like in an operating theatre in the
middle of a nuclear reactor, just for check-ups!”
AP

What could be more pleasant? It is even permitted these
days… A stroll across the verdant pastures enjoying the
bucolic Somerset countryside. Gently rolling hills, washed with
lightly babbling brooks, and spring flowers everywhere the eye
can see. Footpaths and public rights of way open up the fields
and woodlands of our county like nothing else.
Pathway problems
But footpaths are not just innocent routes conveying the
rambler from point A to point B on an Ordnance Survey map.
They are matters of contention. Sometimes it can be a
landowner having their property trampled over. Mistakes on
the so-called “Definitive Map of Somerset” have cost some
dear; such as we reported previously on the Pittard case.
Here an error by Somerset County Council (SCC) led to a
footpath being declared in error across land owned by the
Pittards in 1959. An error that the family were still fighting to
be corrected in 2019.
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Equally we hear of tales of landowners deliberately blocking
footpaths. Sometimes of simply allowing them to become
impassable by leaving hedges and brambles uncut in order to
block the way. Footpaths can be highly contentious and lead
to mini Cold Wars breaking out across our green and pleasant
land. It falls to the lot of our county council to deal with the
issues that arise. And, to be frank, they are not exactly speedy
at it. Derek Yeomans the former Somerset County Councillor
for Langport and Curry Rivel was forever drawing attention to
the problems at County Hall. How often did he pour out his
soul on the years of delay we could expect if any footpath
issues were to arise.
And the full extent to which his dire predictions were correct
has been shown up by a recent set of Freedom of Information
requests (not initiated by The Leveller® we should hasten to
add). It turns out that SCC currently have a backlog of 343
Applications for Definitive Map Modification Orders. In other
words to resolve disputes or errors in the route of footpaths.
The Definitive Map is considered the final word on the
accurate route of public footpaths.
Somerset tops the pile
The 343 outstanding was the total as at 11 May this year.
Asked how long these would take to be addressed SCC
responded “We currently aim to determine 12 applications
per year. Based on this rate it would take 29 years to
determine all 343 applications in the backlog.” They helpfully
added they were hopeful of recruiting more staff, though
presumably not in the midst of a COVID-19 crisis.
Is this the situation across the whole of England though? After
all Somerset is one of England’s larger counties. Well no. We
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know this because similar FoI
Requests have been made of other
counties across the land. To date,
of all the responses received, the
highest number of outstanding
Applications for Definitive Map
Modification Orders is 83!
So why is the situation so poor in
Somerset? We asked SCC what
they thought. Their spokesperson
told us “The Definitive Map and
Statement are the legal record of
public rights of way and applications
can be made where it is believed
there is an error. Many authorities
have well over 100 applications
waiting to be determined, but in
Somerset we have received an
unusually high number of applications
and currently have 343 outstanding.
Possible reasons for this may relate to
the unique landscape and underrecording of rights by parishes in the
1950s. Officers are working hard to
reduce this number, and the rate at which
we have been dealing with applications is
similar to other authorities. However, we
are keen to speed up the processing rate

and plan to recruit new officers to help
reduce the backlog.”
As more and more of us escape our
lockdown routines, we shall step out to

enjoy all that our countryside has to
offer. But beware if you do, you may be
stepping into a war-zone!

Towns left to foot the bill

Can I have your empties please?

Follow up from May’s Leveller®

The new council year starting in April came with new powers
over empty houses. The powers are given under The Rating
(Property in Common Occupation) and Council Tax (Empty
Dwellings) Act 2018. In the past, empty properties could
attract a council tax rebate. These days, with something of a
housing shortage, things are moving in the other direction. It
was already the case that a residential property kept empty
for more than two years could be surcharged with up to
100% of the original council tax bill. This effectively means the
home owner pays a double council tax.
However from 1 April 2020 councils have been allowed to
charge rates on properties empty for more than five years at
200% of the regular rates bill for that property. This means
the homeowner pays three times the original council tax bill.
Discretionary charges
But these powers are optional. Councils can use them if they
wish, but they don’t have to. In the end it will vary no doubt
according to how bad a housing shortage they believe they
have in their district. We asked each council in Somerset what
they planned to do.
Somerset West &
Taunton and
Sedgemoor both told
us they have
implemented the full
surcharge. South
Somerset District
Council also agreed to
the new rates noting
that they currently have
196 dwellings that have been empty for two years or more, of
which 26 dwellings have been empty for five years or more.
So it would not be making a massive difference.
However Mendip told us they are only charging the 100%
surcharge on all properties empty for two years or more.

Last month our lead article looked at how well resourced our
town councils were as we hit the height of the COVID-19
pandemic. We noted that, while the government had given a
lot of money to District Councils to support those towns and
parishes in need, not every District was willing to pass it on.
Sedgemoor, which has substantial reserves, wrote a letter to
ask towns to use up their own reserves before asking for
help. Somerset West & Taunton was taking a very different
view and told us they had no intention of sending a similar
letter and working in that way.
More questions than answers
Since that article we have now seen the letter that Mendip
have sent to their parish and town councils and it is couched
in similar terms to Sedgemoor. To be fair it doesn’t actually
say councils must use reserves before asking for help, but it
certainly implies they should think about it. The letter in
splendid isolation is not unreasonable, but it doesn’t match
the expectation set by Secretary of State Robert who said: “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.”
It begs two questions.
Firstly, will the money destined for parishes and towns ever
get there?
Secondly, will we ever know if it doesn’t as there does not
appear to be a reporting mechanism requiring the Districts to
tell the Secretary of State how much money got passed on?
PS Regular readers will not be surprised to learn that South
Somerset District Council failed to respond to our request for
information.
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Agri Bill Splits Conservatives by the editor
Last month the Agriculture Bill got through another reading
in Parliament. But not before a minor rebellion over food
standards. Two Conservative MPs, both neighbours of
Somerset, Simon Hoare (North Dorset) and Neil Parrish
(Tiverton) put down amendments over food standards. In the
end Mr Hoare withdrew his amendment to give Mr Parrish a
better chance with his. So, what was the fuss about?
The idea was to tie the hands of the UK Government in any
future trade deal, effectively making it impossible to sign an
agreement unless it ensured:
��
the United Kingdom’s rights and obligations under
the World Trade Organisation Sanitary and Phytosanitary
Agreement were protected, and
��
any agricultural or food product imported into the
UK under the agreement will have been produced or
processed according to standards which are equivalent to, or
which exceed, the relevant domestic standards and
regulations in relation to—
▪
animal health and welfare,
▪
plant health, and
▪
environmental protection
In short, that we do not allow food
produced abroad into this country if
it is produced to lower standards.
Now you might think that was
pretty uncontroversial. After all we
enjoy some of the highest food
standards in the world, and we
would surely not want to water
these down. Indeed the amendment
had the backing, not just of the
National Farmers Union, but it also
won support from Somerset MPs Ian
Liddell Grainger and David
Warburton.
Pow, Heappey, Fysh all say no
to farmers
Rebecca Pow (Taunton Deane), James Heappey (Wells) and
Marcus Fysh (Yeovil) all voted the amendment down. In the
end it became an ‘us and them’ amendment with all the
opposition parties joining a small handful of Conservatives
representing farming communities, while the rest of the party
rallied round a Government determined not to have its hands
tied. The amendment was rejected with 277 for Neil Parrish’s
motion and 328 against.

Since we left the European Union it has been an oft stated
commitment of the Government that our food standards will
not be compromised in any future trade deal. The defeat of
this amendment leaves government protestations on high
food standards ringing hollow.
Marcus Fysh protested that he has farmers’ best interests at
heart: “The bottom line is that we are not going to let standards
slide, as the shadow Minister said was his fear. In fact, my right
hon. Friend Dr Fox made the point that our high standards are
often a very good marketing feature for our export products
around the rest of the world. Being able to do these deals around
the rest of the world is critical. At the end of the day, the new
clauses, if passed, would interfere with our ability to sign new trade
deals and to roll over the existing ones that we have with the EU.”
This is disingenuous, because what he says is about exports.
And British food exports do not help to feed British people.
To paraphrase, we are happy to have the highest food
standards, because we can export all of our best food made
to these high standards. Leaving British consumers to accept
food produced to lower standards.
Division
The episode is symptomatic of a deep division within Tory
ranks. The hard-line free-traders
are led by the Trade Secretary,
Liz Truss. They want the ability
to give away free access to the
British market for imported food
– almost regardless of how it is
produced – in exchange for
greater access for UK financial
services and other goods and
services. These they regard as
more important than expendable
agriculture. On the other side
are the old-school shire Tories –
nicely personified by Neil
Parrish, whose family farm is
near Bridgwater – arguing for the best food standards for
British farmers and consumers.
It is the old ‘cheap food’ argument, dating back to the repeal
of the Corn Laws in 1846, revisited. Only this time, judging by
the outcome of the debate, British consumers face paying a
high price in terms of lower standards for ostensibly cheap
imported food, while the prospects for British farmers don’t
bear thinking about.

Slow on the uptake?
Ever since the elections of May 2019,
just over a year ago now, LibDemcontrolled South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) have been promising
change. The audit committee is chaired
by LibDem, Martin Carnell and the
vice-chair is also LibDem, Mike
Hewitson.
Now we should stress two things at
this point. Firstly that we have nothing
against either of the two councillors
who have been carrying out the
function of chair and vice-chair
respectively. And SSDC do have the
right to appoint LibDems to the chair
and vice-chair positions. However,
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having the right is one thing, being best
practice is another. And as the National
Audit Office have pointed out, this is
not best practice. The ideal is that at
the very least the chair or vice-chair
should be independent; ideally not even
a councillor, but if necessary a member
of the opposition. Like scrutiny, audit is
part of the checks and balances on the
administration. It is a way of keeping
local government ‘honest’.
Concern raised
We have raised this issue more than
once since the elections in May 2019.
And back in May we were told that
SSDC were looking to recruit an

independent person to the Committee
with a view to that person chairing the
meetings. Fine intentions but, as of
today, nothing much has changed.
In a statement to The Leveller® SSDC
would only say: The Chairmen and Vice
Chairmen of all committees are in the gift
of the ruling party. The proposal which was
agreed at Council in July 2019 was for an
independent non-voting member to join the
Audit Committee to bring experience,
specialist knowledge and insight to the
Committee. There was never a suggestion
that the independent person become
Chairman as is confirmed in the recorded
minutes since the meeting was held.” All
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true. So with regret we have to take back any suggestion that
SSDC was in some way leading the way in the county in
operating best practice as regards audit committees. Their
statement clearly suggests they haven’t an intention to appoint
a neutral chair after all. Which is disappointing as it would
have given SSDC the chance to show the way in our county.
And the way most certainly needs showing.
Why? Well it is only fair that we should point out that SSDC
are not on their own. Mendip, a LibDem-controlled council
has a LibDem chair and vice-chair on the audit committee and
the same is true at Somerset West & Taunton, albeit the chair
has just resigned. But this is not just a LibDem problem.
Conservative-controlled Sedgemoor and Somerset County
Council both have Conservatives in the chair and vice-chair
positions.
HB and AL

And over at SW&T…..
The ‘transformation’ project led by the previous
administration at the old councils of West Somerset and
Taunton Deane was not a success. Subsequently the new
administration of the merged council has had an internal audit
carried out. The results we have reported on before.
However, despite lots of good work uncovering the waste and
lack of control, there are still some questions. Questions
which stubbornly remain unanswered. Questions which you
might think the current administration of the new Somerset
West & Taunton council would be keen to get answered. One
resident of Taunton has repeatedly asked two questions of
SW&T’s Audit, Governance and Standards Committee.
Firstly how was the contract to Ignite awarded. And secondly
who signed off the redundancy programme. A programme so
absurdly misconstrued as to leave the council with a massive
bill, and a shortage of staff.
Simple?
Why these apparently simple questions cannot be answered is
a mystery. But they haven’t been. In the meantime the Chair
of The Audit, Governance and Standards Committee who has
not managed to obtain the answers, has resigned. Sue Buller is
the LibDem councillor for North Curry & Ruishton. She
continues to sit as a councillor, but has resigned as chair of the
Audit, Governance and Standards Committee. No reason has
been given for her resignation.
AL

200 houses above Castle Cary
railway station? Or not.
The planning application ( 19/01840/OUT ) to place 200
houses in the magnificent field sweeping down to Castle Cary
railway station has been refused by SSDC’s Area East
Committee. This was in line with the recommendation from
the planning officer. It will now go to SSDC’s Regulation
Committee, perhaps as early as 16 June. Let us hope that they
will have the courage to refuse it.
We spoke to the Campaign for the Protection of Rural
England about their concerns with the application. They
explained their view that the harm is not just to the landscape
setting of the town, but also to the unspoilt setting of the
Victorian station, which opened in 1857.
The independent heritage consultant employed by SSDC, in
direct response to CPRE Somerset’s concerns, confirmed that
such harm conflicts with the Council’s Historic Environment
policy EQ3.
That should provide another ground for refusal.
AP
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Deemed consent

No go from Pow

Last month a lot of us consented to donate our organs once
we die. And quite a lot of us did so without realising we had
done it. On 20 May the Organ Donation (Deemed Consent)
Act came into force. It enshrines a very important change in
the way in which we agree to donate our organs after our
death.
Previously you had to opt in. Many people carried an organ
donor card as evidence that they had agreed to donate. Now,
however, it is all in reverse. You are presumed to have agreed
to donate your organs after your death UNLESS you actively
opt out. However Anthony Clarkson, Director of Organ and
Tissue Donation and Transplantation notes that “It is important
that people know they will still have a choice whether or not to
donate. Families will still be consulted, and people’s faith, beliefs
and culture will continue to be respected.”
There are some people for whom organ donation will not be
presumed. Those who are under 18 at the time of death,
those who lack the mental capacity to understand the new
arrangements and take the necessary action and people who
have lived in England for fewer than 12 months.
If you want to specifically record a decision on whether or not
to donate your organs, the process is relatively
straightforward. You can register your decision on the NHS
Organ Donor Register. Call 0300 123 23 23 or visit
www.organdonation.nhs.uk
It is also a decision that you can have recorded in your will if
you wish. AP

As regular readers will know, the Somerset Rivers Authority
(SRA) still has no right to collect money via a precept. At a
recent meeting of the SRA the Chair, Cllr David Hall,
reported he had had a meeting with Rebecca Pow. The MP for
Taunton is now the government minister responsible for this
sort of thing. Not that it has helped move things along.
David Warburton tried to resolve things last year with a
Private Members Bill. When that was finally scuppered in the
House of Lords, he was promised government support to sort
the funding issue out. Rebecca Pow’s Environment Bill could
have been the vehicle to sort things out. But she chose not to
include it. The problem with MPs is that when they become
Ministers, the prospect of a Ministerial career can become a
lot more appealing than looking after inconvenient little local
matters. And, after all, the floods were a long time ago.
Cllr Hall reported that the MP for Taunton had told him there
was not currently time for Rivers Authorities legislation.
However, the government was still very supportive of the
SRA. Cue lots of warm noises and no action whatsoever.
For now we will bumble along as before. The SRA partners
will continue to be allowed to raise shadow precepts to
provide funds for the SRA. In other words they will include
money for the SRA in their own precepts.
Meanwhile Ms Pow has apparently: “instructed her civil servants
to look at future opportunities for making progress with legislation.”
I don’t think I would recommend holding your breath on that
one. AL

Another shared services disaster by Hattie Bowler
Before the arrival of the COVID-19
virus, a big conversation was underway
about the future of local government in
Somerset. For a variety of reasons,
district councils do not want to form a
unitary council with the county council.
It is also true that going down the
unitary route will not necessarily result
in financial savings. It is always possible
to cock these things up; but success is
also an option.
Their preference is to have a loose cooperation; working together and saving
money. The local government
landscape is littered with the corpses of
previous failed attempts to do this: in
Somerset the spectacular failure of
SouthWest One, for instance; or the
disastrous shared arrangements Mendip
entered into with three other councils
miles away in Oxfordshire and
Hampshire.
Now we have news of another from
the opposite side of the country. It was
the largest shared services enterprise in
local government to date. Local
Government Shared Services (LGSS)
was set up by Northamptonshire and
Cambridgeshire County Councils in
2010 to provide services – mainly
finance, procurement, pensions and
audit. It was even supposed to sell
those services to others who were not
partners in the venture.
Confused future
The idea was such a success that in
26

2018 Northamptonshire was
effectively declared bankrupt. Now it
appears that LGSS will be broken up.
The Commissioners appointed by the
government to run Northamptonshire
after the financial collapse, Tony
McArdle and Brian Roberts, noted in a
report on Northamptonshire to the
Secretary of State “Only those functions
that have clear operational and financial
advantage remain part of the
arrangement, with others being
repatriated. Equally, the financial
arrangements for the shared service will be
reformulated to ensure that the costs to
each partner accurately reflects the value
they obtain from it. By October this year
LGSS services being provided to
Northamptonshire and its successor bodies
will be better organised and of
substantially less cost.”
The implications behind that remark
are clear enough. McArdle also
observed recently that Northants had
only one finance officer – the section
151 officer. Something he felt did not
make sense. You need officers to give
advice to the council, not to its
contractor. Which is what these shared
services companies are. Contractors.
The whole system muddies the
relationship between who an officer is
working for. He becomes an employee
of a supplier not an officer.
District councils in Somerset are
desperate to preserve their council

seats and their spending power. They
are desperate not to be responsible for
adult social care. LGSS, SouthWest
One, Mendip’s five council deal – this is
the sort of arrangement they advocate.
Meanwhile you the voting public have
to decide if that is a price worth paying
to keep 216 district councillors in a
job?

Behind the curve?
Our District Councils make much of
the success of Somerset Waste
Partnership (SWP) as a fine example of
what can happen when councils work
together instead of merging into a full
on Unitary Council. It is certainly true
that SWP has played a lead role in
recycling, doing it earlier and better
than many parts of England.
But it does not always come up trumps.
Whilst SWP suspended its garden
waste collection service completely
during the height of the pandemic
(although other road side collections
continued), in neighbouring Wiltshire
(coincidentally a Unitary Council) they
continued as normal throughout.
And when the recycling centres in
Somerset opened, they were not taking
card, paper and clothing at the centres.
Not so in Wiltshire. When their
centres reopened it was for a full range
of waste and recycling.
Which is not to say this is the end of
the world, just worthy of note.

Somerset News

Crewkerne road blackspots
Residents in the countryside around the A356 outside
Crewkerne are getting fed up of accidents. There have been
some spectacular ones along the road as our front page
photograph shows (thankfully no-one was hurt that time). But
the frequency of serious crashes along the A356 is of great
concern. On the weekend of 8 March this year there were
five within a half-mile stretch. Two incidents a week is not
uncommon. Resident Steve Ashton told The Leveller®: “I have
a video of my wife encountering someone last year who had ‘lost it’
coming the other way on the very same piece of road. It was only
by the grace of God he missed her. Once it rains the road becomes
an ice rink as the local farmers never clear away the mud they
leave on the road.” It is a long time since the speed limit on the
road was reduced from 60mph to 50mph but it is clearly not
having a big enough impact. Residents want to see the speed
limit reduced to 40mph to keep the road safe but, to date,
their calls have fallen on deaf ears.

Life in the (too) fast lane
It seems that we don’t need a lot of incentive to try and
break every speed limit going in Somerset. Having a long and
fairly straight stretch of the M5 dissecting our county does
not help. Nor does having the A303 slip-sliding across the
southern boundary give cause for restraint. In the last month
we have reported two closures in the Cheddar Gorge to
stop motorists from treating it as a race track. And, to be
fair, excess speeding is not just a feature of trunk roads and
motorways as we shall see.
Alarming stats
If it was not a complete surprise, a series of Freedom of
Information requests by insurance comparison website
Confused.com provided some uncomfortable reading. It turns
out that during 2019 (the latest figures available) the worst
speeds recorded in each speed limit category (bar one)
across the South West, was recorded by a driver picked up
by Avon and Somerset Police. How you justify doing 62mph
within a 20mph speed limit is beyond me. Knowing the sort
of places (mostly near schools) that impose a 20mph limit, it
is a miracle someone wasn’t killed. Somebody else in our
region was caught doing 100mph in a 40mph zone.
Remember these are figures for 2019, so long before the
lockdown came into force.
For higher speed limits the excesses recorded are all pretty
much of a muchness. But for the record they were 135mph
(50mph limit), 136mph (60mph limit), 157mph (70mph limit).
In total, police reported 265,588 speeding offences in the
South West in 2019. That’s more than 10% of the national
figure of 2.5 million UK drivers who were caught speeding
(the South West represents around 8% of the UK
population). And that was an increase of 7% compared to
2018. This is not encouraging.
Lockdown exacerbated problem
Worse still, research during the lockdown suggests things are
not improving. Certainly roads are notably quieter, even after
more people started going back to work. Even so, one in five
UK drivers report having seen or heard more cars speeding
since being in lockdown. Information from Avon and
Somerset police confirms the problem. They report that: “As
the lockdown has continued the reports of speeding and requests
from our communities for enforcement activity have grown and we
are now seeing normal weekly complaint levels double. From 23
March to 22 April, Avon and Somerset Police’s Traffic Units
detected 1,391 drivers exceeding the posted speed limit, including
travelling over 45mph in a 20mph zone, and over 70mph in a

30mph zone. Of this figure, 144 were high end offences with
motorists travelling so fast that they will automatically face
prosecution due to the severity of their offences.”
It is a major problem on Somerset roads as Avon and
Somerset Police Road Safety Manager Trevor Simpson
confirms: “We would hope that at a time when the whole country
is being called on to unite in staying home and protecting
ourselves, each other and the NHS, prevalent speeding would not
be an issue to which we would have to dedicate valuable police
resources. Sadly it has become evident through the high number of
reports we are receiving that a minority of people are going
against the advice and causing danger to themselves and others.
We urge people to stay home and avoid all non-essential journeys.
Good weather, quiet roads, a need for a change of scenery or
simply wanting to get ‘out and about’ are not acceptable reasons
to get behind the wheel.” AP
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Missing in Mendip by Hattie Bowler
As regular readers will know,
periodically we take a look at the way
in which local councillors declare their
interests. All are supposed to complete
a register of interests. Mostly this is
down to property, company
directorships and shareholdings. This
means you the public will be able to see
if there is a conflict when a councillor is
discussing or voting on council
business. For instance, if the council
were about to award a contract, you’d
probably want to know if a councillor
was a director or shareholder in the
company that won the contract. So,
these things may be irritating, but they
matter.
All councils that we spoke to
responded to us with the exception of
South Somerset District Council
(SSDC). SSDC decided that far from
being a genuine press enquiry, this was
a complaint. Therefore they referred
the matter to their monitoring officer.
That was on 5 February (which lest it
become an excuse, was a full six weeks
before the COVID-19 lockdown).
Needless to say we haven’t heard from
them since.
So we’ll report on the other councils,
all of which did respond to us and you’ll
have to draw your own conclusions
about SSDC. Two months ago we
looked at councillors in Somerset West
and Taunton council, this month we are
taking a look at Mendip District
Council. Once again I’d like to add that
the councils and councillors who
responded did so with courtesy and
without rancour. The list below shows
those who we thought had not
registered all of their directorships or
shareholdings together with the
responses given.
Cllr Mike Pullin (St Cuthbert
without – North) Cons
We noted that whereas Cllr Pullin
(pictured) had declared a number of
directorships, he did not appear to
have declared his directorship in A.J. &
R.G.Barber (Sales) Limited (Company
number 00750464).
He has been a
director of the
company since
2010. MDC told us:
“Cllr Pullin made an
error by not
registering a business
as an interest, this
was because the
business was a
subsidiary of another
business he had
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declared an interest and mistakenly
believed this was covered in the same
regard. Cllr Pullin has spoken with the
council’s Monitoring Officer who is satisfied
that this was a simple oversight on his
behalf. The matter was immediately
rectified when it was brought to Cllr Pullin’s
attention.”
Cllr Richard Pinnock (Frome
Park) Lib Dem
We noted that Cllr Pinnock appeared
not to have declared his directorship in
Shape Housing Ltd (09699146) or in 18
Portway Frome (Management) Limited
(02357389) – although he had declared
his shareholding in the latter. MDC told
us he had “made an error by not
registering a Directorship as an interest as
a result of becoming a Cabinet Member at
MDC which was an oversight. Cllr Pinnock
had registered a Shareholding as an
interest but not the Directorship because
he mistakenly thought it was not
necessary. Cllr Pinnock has spoken with
the Council’s Monitoring Officer who is
satisfied that this was a simple oversight
on his behalf. The matter was immediately
rectified when it was brought to Cllr
Pinnock’s attention.”
Cllr Tom Ronan (Wells St
Thomas) Lib Dem
We noted that he had declared a
directorship in Safe Gas Cylinder
Storage Limited (11161227), but not
the fact that he owned 100% of the
shares. MDC told us: “Cllr Ronan
declared his Directorship as an interest but
he did not declare the percentage of share
capital, which he is not required to, as this
business is located outside of the district.”
This is true, despite being on the
unhelpfully named “Mendip Road” (mea
culpa, mea culpa, mea
maxima culpa), the company
is in fact in Sedgemoor.
Cllr Barry O’Leary
(Creech)
Lib Dem
We pointed out that Cllr
O’Leary (pictured right) had
not registered his interest in
COBALT DATA
CENTRE 3 LLP
(OC362746) or his
directorship and
shareholding in Red Line
Performance Solutions Ltd
(09608500). MDC noted that he
had “made an error by not registering
two business Directorships and a
shareholding as an interest, but this
was because he mistakenly thought it
was not necessary to declare a
business if it is either located outside of

the Mendip district and/or one that is not
actively trading. Cllr O’Leary has spoken
with the council’s Monitoring Officer who is
satisfied that this was a simple oversight
on his behalf. The matter was immediately
rectified when it was brought to Cllr
O’Leary’s attention.”
Cllr Edric Hobbs (Shepton West)
Independent
We noted that Cllr Hobbs had not
declared his directorship of Shepton
Mallet Revival CIC (11951218). A CIC
is a Community Interest Company.
MDC told us “Cllr Hobbs made an error
by not registering his Directorship of a CIC
as an interest which was an oversight. Cllr
Hobbs has spoken with the council’s
Monitoring Officer who is satisfied that this
was a simple oversight on his behalf. The
matter was immediately rectified when it
was brought to Cllr Hobbs’s attention.”
Cllr Janine Nash (Frome Berkley
Down) Lib Dem
We noted that Cllr Nash had not
reported directorships at either Key
Ring Lettings CIC (08462449) or Shape
Housing Ltd (09699146). MDC replied
that “Cllr Nash’s Directorships were as a
result of positions taken up with Mendip
associated companies since becoming a
Cllr, and not positions held prior to her
election. It was an oversight on her part
that she failed to complete the Declaration
of Interest forms for these appointments.
The Monitoring Officer has spoken with
Cllr Nash, and is satisfied that this was a
simple oversight. The matter was
immediately rectified when it was brought
to Cllr Nash’s attention with her profound
apologies.”
Cllr Peter Goater (Street North)
Lib Dem
We asked about the fact
that Cllr Goater did not
appear to have registered
his directorships in
Somerset Building
Preservation Trust
(02319737) and Shape
Housing Ltd (09699146).
MDC told us that: Cllr Goater
made an error by not
registering his resignation of a
Directorship (which we failed
to spot!). Two Directorships
were also not registered as an
interest as a result of becoming a Cabinet
Member at Mendip District Council which
was an oversight. Cllr Goater has spoken
with the council’s Monitoring Officer who is
satisfied that this was a simple oversight
on his behalf. The matter was immediately
rectified when it was brought to Cllr
Goater’s attention.”
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Yeovil: No

Taunton:Yes

South Somerset District Council (SSDC) has had its fair share
of woes as you’ll read in this month’s leader column. Not least
they tell us they have lost, or will lose, nearly £1m of revenue
from their car parks due to the COVID-19 outbreak. They
continue to follow government advice in offering free parking
to 'key workers’. If you are one, you are asked to display
evidence of your status in your car.
However SSDC confirm that as of this month, their position is
that for everyone else car parking charges apply in all other
council car parks. So for instance Yeovil car parks run by the
council are now charging again.
So now we pose a few questions.
Is the point of a district council to rake in income for itself?
Or to serve the wider community?
Is it to think short term gain?
Or long term strategy for the benefit of everyone?
If these questions sound loaded, and perhaps they are, then
that is because other councils are taking a very different view
of the same situation.
To pay or not to pay?
Over at Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T) council they may
have had losses, but they are looking to the survival of the
town centres in their care. They will continue to provide free
car parking for all. This applies to car parks in town centres
such as Minehead, Wellington and of course Taunton. Drivers
are warned this only applies to council-owned car parks, so
double check where you are parking. It also does not extend
to any on-street parking, this is nearly always the preserve of
Somerset County Council. Nevertheless, the move from
SW&T is a determined effort to encourage the local economy
to get back underway.
Cllr Mike Rigby, Executive Member for Planning and
Transportation, explains: “Free car parking for the foreseeable
future will support the reopening of our high streets which is vital as
we recover from this pandemic. We are doing all we can to support
shoppers and business, planning changes to our pavements and
roads to allow social distancing. Of course, it will mean an
immediate hit to our income, but we are looking at the bigger
picture and how we can have an impact on the economic and social
recovery which is key to all our futures.”
Competition
By and large it is true that living in a county like Somerset, we
tend to shop in our nearest market town. But if our nearest
market town does not have what we want, well there are
some bigger towns, regional centres we can go to.
There are four larger towns in Somerset that act as regional
centres for their hinterland, Bridgwater, Frome, Yeovil and
Taunton that draw in shoppers and businesses from all over.
It is, I think, inevitable that they compete for custom and for
your cash at the best of times.
And these are most certainly not the best of times.
So the question each town must ask, irrespective of
whether it is thinking of its residents or its corporate
self is this:
If I do not offer local business and shoppers a good deal,
are they willing and able to try a different town instead?
Is it plausible that a resident of say Martock might try
Taunton instead of Yeovil?
Would a resident of Chard do the same?
The fact is that getting back the local economy kick
started . What Somerset West & Taunton are doing is
showing leadership.
The Leveller® notes the move and welcomes it. It is a
rare thing indeed to see a council taking a genuinely
strategic view!

Back Issues Available
If you’ve not been able to get a copy of The Leveller® during
the lockdown, we can post back issues to you. We reserve a
small number of copies in our archive each month. You can
get a copy for £2.50 by writing a cheque payable to
Even Handed Licensing
Limited and sending it to:
Great Western House,
Westover, Langport TA10
9RB. Please remember to
specify which issue of The
Leveller® you want!

Try us online!
Leveller.Live covers all the news from Somerset in between
issues of The Leveller®. Expressed in our unique style you can
keep up to date. Go to https://leveller.live/ to find out more.
Advertise online
It is also the perfect place to advertise online. All our hits are
genuine UK readers.
We don’t buy in volume hits on our website.
We don’t ask all our employees and fellow journalists to hit
the site regularly when they are bored!
We don’t have large numbers of sister titles to go round
hitting each others website to keep the numbers up either!
So when you advertise on Leveller.Live it is to the same
customer of local people base you get with the hard copy of
The Leveller®.
To find out more and check our ad rates contact Ruth on:
levelleradvert@gmail.com
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If at first you don’t succeed
Last year controversy surrounded the
way in which South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) decided a planning
application for Coat Road on the
northern side of Martock. The plans to
build 120 houses on the site were
submitted by developer Barrett. They
were rejected by the Parish Council,
the Area Committee of SSDC and then
SSDC’s Regulation Committee.
First a word on the Regulation
Committee. As is usual, the committee
is made up of councillors to reflect the
political make-up of the council. SSDC
is a LibDem council, so the majority of
councillors on the Regulation
Committee are LibDem as is the chair.
The main function of SSDC’s
Regulation Committee is to review the
decisions made on planning applications
by the four area committees (North,
South, East and West). So it sits as a
final arbiter on planning matters.
Current policy at SSDC dictates that
any significant planning application that
is turned down by the area committees
will automatically be sent to the
Regulation Committee.
So back to Coat Road. The Regulation
Committee turned down the
application and the developer was going
to appeal. Then two things happened.
The appeal was postponed and the
same set of plans were resubmitted.
The same plans. They went through the
same process. It’s no surprise, as the
plans had not changed, that the Parish
Council and Area Committee of SSDC
reached the same conclusion as last
time. But this time at the Regulation
Committee of 17 December, the plans
were passed. Why? What had changed?
Lack of transparency
Nothing had changed that was in the
public domain. The planning process is
supposed to be open and transparent.
So it is odd to record that a meeting of
the Regulation Committee was held on
19 September last year (with public and

press excluded) to discuss the Coat
Road application at which a secret
report was presented. Prior to the 17
December meeting a secret email was
sent to all the members of the
Regulation Committee who were about
to decide on the planning application. It
did not help the appearance of
transparency, that five members of the
committee absented themselves and
sent substitutes. All the substitutes
voted in favour of the application.
Those are the facts. They have all been
reported by us previously but they bear
repeating
because… The
same thing has just
happened again.
This time a
planning
application for 49
houses at
Templecombe
which was rejected
by the Parish
Council, rejected
by the Area East
Committee of
SSDC and on 21
April, rejected too
by the Regulation
Committee (by
seven votes against
it to five in favour). This time though,
we were in the middle of a pandemic.
The meeting was an ‘informal’ one and
under SSDC’s changed constitution, the
final decision on any planning matter
has to go to the Chief Executive, Alex
Parmley. This means that Mr Parmley
has the power to make any decision he
chooses. He was absolutely entitled by
the constitution to ignore the
Regulation Committee and approve the
plans. Instead, he referred the
application back to the Regulation
Committee. Once again these were the
same plans. Not even resubmitted
plans.

Secret dealings
So to recap. The Regulation
Committee had met to consider all the
planning matters related to the
application. They had reached a
decision. And now they were being
invited to look at the same plans again.
We would say they were actively being
invited by the Chief Executive to reach
a different decision. That is simply our
interpretation, and you may reach a
different conclusion.
Prior to the meeting the Committee
Chair, Cllr Peter Gubbins, in a
confidential email seen by The
Leveller®, told all members
he would not permit any
discussion of the reasons
why the Regulation
Committee was to decide a
planning matter that they had
already decided. If we had
not seen the email, that fact
would have been kept out of
the public domain. However
we are also aware that a
further email was sent, we
believe by an officer of the
council, to all committee
members prior to the
meeting. This too has been
kept secret. What did it say?
How did it influence the
decision? Why was it kept secret?
Once again the Regulation Committee
decided to change its mind. On 2 June,
as we were preparing to go to press,
they approved the application. They
approved it by eight in favour and six
against – Cllrs Adam Dance and Sue
Osborne both having changed their
minds on the application.
As ever we sent a copy of this article
to SSDC for their comment and to give
them the chance to correct any errors
of fact.
They declined to respond.
AL

Power off? Power on!
Just over a year ago in March 2019 we heard about the
launch of SSDC’s new battery park just outside Bradford on
Tone. The affable Henry Hobhouse, then Portfolio Holder for
Property and Income Generation offered to give us a tour.
“This fantastic new 25MW facility will not only help to overcome
peak demand on the National Grid using green renewable
technology but also generate a long term income for the council.
This investment meets our corporate aims of being a green council
and supporting core services into the future for our residents.”
That was then.
Since then, SSDC have struggled to sort out a legal easement
to get the power lines over land not owned by SSDC to the
National Grid substation nearby.
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At last the problem is sorted. In a press release dated 1st
June, SSDC tell us the facility is “live and operational.” And
that it was built for a cost of £9.8m.
Odd we thought, that was the initial investment via a long
term loan. Since then SSDC have given the project a further
long term loan of £2.5m.
We asked SSDC whether the cost of the easement was
included in the £9.8m. In response they answered a different
question saying only “The costs of the easement formed a part
of the overall project costs and were within approved project
budgets.” But was it included in the £9.8m? We’ve asked 3
times and still don’t have an answer.
AL
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Mayors and mayor making
May is the season of Mayor Making. Every year town councils
all over Somerset elect a new Mayor for the year ahead. New
committee members are chosen, often at great length and
after much debate. It can all be a bit tedious except for the
ceremonial paraphernalia that goes with choosing your Mayor.
But this year because of the COVID-19 pandemic, councils
have the option not to elect a new Mayor or change
committees. Legislation was passed in Westminster to make
all of this legitimate. The Annual Parish Meeting can be
postponed and Mayors can extend their office until May next
year.
As ever with these things, it is all optional. And responses
from towns across our county have differed a lot.
Although Langport has a chain of office and is a town, it tends
to refer to a ‘Chairman' of the council. Technically he/she is
the Mayor but let’s not split hairs. They agreed not to have a
new election and so the Chairman of the council remains Val
Saunders. Other committee members all remain the same as
the previous year.
In Ilminster they took the same decision, so Philip Burton
remains as Mayor until May 2021. And just up the road Chard
too followed suit, leaving Councillor Jason Baker to continue
as Mayor.
Wellington went a bit further but for the same result. The
Town Clerk emailed all councillors asking if any were willing
to put themselves forward to become Mayor. No one applied
so it was agreed that Cllr Janet Lloyd would continue as
Mayor.
At the other end of the spectrum Glastonbury held their
meeting via Zoom and elected Cllr Jon Cousins as Mayor of
the Town. Frome, Yeovil and Bruton also went for an election
via video meeting, electing Cllr Anita Collier (pictured below),
David Recardo and Ewan Jones respectively, to serve.
The problem with being a Mayor right now, is you can’t do
much. The pomp and ceremony of opening meetings doesn’t
count for much when you are meeting via video conferencing
software. And you can’t do much getting out and raising funds
for charities, opening events or representing your Town or
City at civic functions. So the prize for the most imaginative
solution probably goes to Wells. I’ll let the Town Clerk Steve
Luck explain: “In Wells we decided to delay the annual meeting
(Mayor Making) until October, then the new Mayor Cllr Welch will
be invited to serve an 18-month term the same as our current
Mayor Cllr Osman (pictured below with wife Holly). This seemed to
be the fairest way forward and enable both Councillors sufficient
time hopefully to enjoy their Mayoral office.”
AL
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Quashed, Quashed and Quashed again
Last month South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) introduced a proposed
new planning enforcement policy.
Without noting anywhere how the new
policy differed from the old one, it was
put out for a very brief consultation.
The documents were dated 28 April;
they went out for consultation until 13
May. That meant the consultation
would last barely a fortnight.
It is hard to track where the new policy
changes from the old and SSDC have
not made that simple. But it appears
that the main focus of the new planning
enforcement policy, is to give SSDC
considerable power not to do any
enforcing. It is littered with phrases
such as ‘considered expedient’. All too
often the context suggests if SSDC
doesn’t consider it expedient, it can
simply do nothing.
Coincidentally, last month we also
came across an example of why the
council may be motivated to change
policy. Especially if they felt the need to
reduce the amount of enforcing they
do. The Planning Inspectorate quashed
an attempt by the council to take
enforcement action on land at Mill
Lane, Pitcombe just outside the town

of Bruton. The landowner appealed
against the Enforcement Notice and the
matter was sent to the Planning
Inspectorate to review and reach a
decision. They reached that decision on
14 May.
At issue in part was whether a
container and caravan were used for
storage or not. However, as the
Inspector notes “the first of the
allegations in the notice is that two
shipping containers have been stored on
the land. The Council has agreed in its
submissions that there is only one
container on the land. During its
investigations, the Council did not
inspect the interior of the container,
and I have no firm evidence to show that it
inspected the interior of the caravan. It
determined that, as both had been placed
on the land without any justification, they
were being stored there.” But in other
words, hadn’t bothered to check what
they were being used for. So the
justification for enforcement was not
actually proven. Oops! The inspector
concluded that SSDC had not done
their work properly, the enforcement
notice was defective and therefore
quashed.
Other examples
But this is not the first time. A search
of the Planning Inspectorate website
turned up two similarly failed
enforcement actions. On 16 August
2019 a different Planning Inspector
upheld an appeal against an
enforcement notice in Wincanton. At

issue was Sunnyhill Park Campsite
where SSDC alleged permission to use
the site for static and touring caravans
had been flouted. They alleged the land
was now used for ‘permanent
residential occupation’. Once again an
Inspector was not amused at SSDC’s
lack of attention to detail. “I find that
the Council failed to serve copies of the
notice as required on those occupying
caravans on the appeal site as permanent
residences”.
A third Inspector (so there is no
suggestion that this is a rogue Inspector
or someone who just hates SSDC)
reached a similar conclusion in March
2019. This time SSDC issued an
enforcement notice to prevent the
creation of a campsite on “land at rear
of 1 to 9 Halfway, Ilchester Road,
Chilthorne Dormer”. Here the
Inspector was even more blunt stating:
“In my view, the enforcement notice is
riddled with errors. Due to those errors it is
not sufficiently clear or precise. It would be
unfair on the appellant to correct the
notice making it a very different document
than had been served upon him.” And so
inevitably he concluded: “The
enforcement notice is invalid and will be
quashed.”
These cases all come under the period
of the new, improved, Ignite inspired,
SSDC. If such basic mistakes are
resulting in the collapse of enforcement
cases, is it any wonder that SSDC want
to change their policy? Perhaps we can
and should sympathise.

Bad timing or just opportunism
It was the first week of June. Some Somerset schools had
gone back. Garden centres were open and some car
showrooms too. Things were not back to normal, but the
direction of travel had been set. And this was the moment
that David Fothergill chose to announce that Somerset
County Council were pressing ahead with the unitary project.
This is the creation of one single council to replace County
and Districts.
But Duncan McGinty, leader of Sedgemoor District Council
and a fellow Conservative councillor, was not impressed. In
what was a sharply pointed rebuke “Cllr McGinty strongly
believes that all local authority resources – money and staff time –
should be focused on addressing the COVID-19 virus and keeping
our communities safe. For that reason, Sedgemoor has not been
focussing or communicating anything further on the unitary debate
over recent weeks.” The leader of Somerset West & Taunton
Council followed suit shortly after and went somewhat
further “To divert time and money to a pet project and to ask
others to do the same shows a dangerous lack of awareness, of
empathy and of judgement. We will look to the future of local
government in Somerset when the time is right. That is not now. If
Cllr Fothergill thinks it is then I'd ask that he considers his position
so we can focus on looking after our communities.”
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It is a fact that most councils in Somerset have for the last
couple of months, laid their differences aside and put
everything into the effort to curb the COVID-19 virus. But
the silence from South Somerset District Council (SSDC) has
been deafening. They too are vehemently opposed to the
idea of a unitary authority. But at the time we went to press
they had yet to condemn Cllr Fothergill and his County
Council colleagues.
But why?
There have been rumours that SSDC did not stop working
on their plans for opposing a unitary council and opened a
dialogue with Devon County Council. We asked SSDC about
these rumours. In fact we have asked now three times.
To date they they declined to answer our question.
But there are other less circumspect reasons why SSDC may
prove to be more reticent. In his report to the District
Executive held on 4 June, Peter Seib made some remarks
about government funding in response to the pandemic. He
noted that SSDC had been allocated just £64,586 out of the
£1.6bn fund announced as “Tranche 2) – COVID Response
(New Burdens)” provided by central government. He went
on to observe that the majority of which went to the Upper
Tier and Unitary councils.

Somerset News
It is a tacit recognition that whether district councils like it or
not, it seems central government is going to start being more
generous to those councils that have the system of
government (a Unitary Authority) that they prefer.
Of course SSDC may have their figures wrong. But they have
a new S151 officer with a first rate track record and this
seems unlikely.
And, if they are right, then perhaps Mr Fothergill is not
inopportune at all in the timing of his move.
Editor’s note:
The Leveller® has long campaigned in favour of a Unitary
Authority. It remains our view that this is the best way
forward for Somerset. However we should declare our
position as you may feel it has influenced the reporting within
this article.
If you want to find out more about how local government in
Somerset works at the moment, we have produced a series of
videos on our YouTube channel that try and explain! You can
find them by clicking the red YouTube icon on the top right of
our web page or by going to:
www.youtube.com/channel/UCKfUYBDYkPPwXZBdhr_n4VQ

Saxonvale to embrace lessons
of COVID-19
The redevelopment of the old derelict industrial site at
Saxonvale has not gone down well. No-one is terribly happy
with the status quo, the site is an eyesore in the heart of
Frome (see below). The plans put forward to redevelop the
site have attracted 186 objections and no comments in favour
from residents of the town. Acorn, the developer has still not
received planning approval, but nevertheless hope to start
work by autumn this year.
Acorn says it has now taken onboard a lot of the comments
from objectors to the proposals. More interestingly, it
suggests that COVID-19 will impact its view of how the
development should be designed. The developer states “Acorn
recognises the importance of outside space and the immediate
environment and understands that in order for Saxonvale to be a
good neighbourhood it must offer a wide range of qualities, to
make living and working there attractive, enjoyable and have a
positive contribution to wellbeing; one being the quality of the
surrounding natural environment. At Saxonvale, Acorn will
positively enhance biodiversity throughout the site, maintaining
existing ecological habitats and bringing new opportunities to
nurture over time.”
Green therapy
New designs will be submitted with the Riverside Park an
area of open grassland and woodland for recreational use.

They intend to incorporate timber play equipment too. Eighty
new trees will be added to the public open space and some of
the trees will be allowed to grow to substantial mature sizes.
We are also told “Social gardening opportunities will also be
provided for apartment residents at Saxonvale. Where those who
live in an apartment can have the opportunity to change and
influence the built environment surrounding them and enjoy
gardening activities by taking responsibility for maintaining their
associated planting areas. Supporting the sense of community,
space will be given to promote health and wellbeing with raised
planters for veg production and lawn areas where local residents
can come together for enjoyment and relaxation.”
The need for open spaces, for recreation and relaxation is
certainly one of the messages to come from the pandemic.
But what about housing density? The need for social
distancing should arguably inform the way large developments
are prepared in the future. This does not, as yet, appear to
have been brought into the new thinking for
Saxonvale.
In the meantime the deadline for determining the
application has passed. That was set for 30 April.
However Mendip District Council have confirmed it
will be extended. Their spokesperson told The
Leveller® “The application for the Saxonvale site under
LPA case ref: 2019/1180/OTS remains pending
determination and the applicant had originally agreed for
an extension of time until 30 April for the assessment of
the application to be completed. The extension of time
will be updated in the near future to reflect revised
assessment and reporting time frames for the application
which will be completed in due course.”
HB
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The legacy of court closures in Somerset
It is now nearly a decade since the systematic closure of
regional magistrates’ courts began. Across south west
England, 17 magistrates’ courts have been closed down and
two of those were in Somerset. In 2010 our county had four
magistrates’ courts, one in each of the largest towns:
Bridgwater, Frome, Taunton and Yeovil. Today, only Taunton
and Yeovil remain.
In 2010 at the start of the process, the then Parliamentary
Under-Secretary of State for Justice, Jonathan Djanogly
suggested “It is unsustainable that in 2009-10, our 330
magistrates’ courts sat for less than two-thirds of their available
time and that courtrooms in our 219 county courts sat on average
for only 180 days a year. It is unacceptable that dozens of
buildings never intended, and not fit, for the requirements of a
modern court system are still being used. It is undesirable in the
current financial position that the taxpayer continues to fund
buildings that offer outdated and inadequate facilities to victims
and witnesses.”
Since 2010, the court and tribunal estate has changed
significantly. The closures occurred in two waves. Between
May 2010 and July 2015, 146 courts were closed. Then on 11
February 2016, Shailesh Vara MP, the Parliamentary UnderSecretary of State for Justice, announced that a further 86
courts and tribunals would be closed. The closure of
magistrates’ courts in Frome and Bridgwater were both
during the ‘first wave’, in 2012.
Aiming for efficiency
The change programme aimed to modernise the court
system through the use of technology, rationalise the court
estate, and change the role of case offices. Successive
governments have identified the court estate as a target for
efficiency savings, giving two main reasons. The first is that
the utilisation rate of some courts is low. This means that the
workloads of these courts can be transferred, without
pushing recipient courts beyond capacity. The
second is the policy aim of reforming access to
justice through modernisation, and by increased
use of technology in particular. Increased use of
online forms and video links for witnesses, for
example, could help to mitigate the impact of the
loss of court buildings upon access to justice.
Of course the closures did raise money for the
Treasury. Frome magistrates’ court was sold to a
private buyer for £397,000* while that at
Bridgwater fetched £167,652*. Following the
closures the nearest magistrates’ court to
Bridgwater is now Taunton, in Frome it is Bath.
So neither have resulted in a significant increase
in travel to the nearest court….
Professional opinion
But, out of curiosity, what do magistrates themselves think of
the closures? We asked one. While we obviously know who
it is, for what I trust are obvious reasons, the remarks are
presented anonymously: “The Magistrates’ Courts are
fundamental to the criminal justice system in this country (England
and Wales) and over 95% of criminal cases begin life in this level
of court, and most are dealt with at that level. They are cost
effective (magistrates are volunteers). Trials usually last no more
than a day. It is also important to note that magistrates staff the
youth and family courts (both deal with complex and protracted
issues) and scrutinise applications by the police and other agencies
for search warrants.
There is nothing wrong with rationalisation in principle. Many of
the old courts were unfit for purpose, under used and unsafe.
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Certainly technology has a central part to play in the future of the
courts. Did you know magistrates already work with tablets on the
bench?
I think there are three critical principles which underpin the
magistracy and the need to have a physical presence:
•
It is local justice. The magistracy remains organised along
county ‘benches’. Magistrates are recruited locally (they either live
in the county and/or have a strong association with it). Part of the
selection process sets out to determine local knowledge and ‘feel’
for the county – a grasp of the key issues which may impact on
the application of the law (demographics, wealth/income, housing,
employment, etc).
•
It must be open and transparent. To be done, justice
must be seen to be done. Except on very rare occasions
magistrates’ courts are open to the media and public. Magistrates
are beholden to declare any interest in a case/defendant and the
court will make this public. Bench chairs are encouraged to
articulate the reasoning of a decision in open court so the public
understand the logic for the decision.
•
Justice is swift. Although there are occasions when courts
have to be adjourned (usually for probation reports to be
prepared; but rarely for administrative errors), justice is pretty
swift. Guilty pleas cases are usually dealt with in a matter of single
hours (often less), and not guilty pleas are set for trial usually
within weeks of the original hearing. They tend to take no more
than a day (witness availability and numbers of witnesses are key
to length of time). Indictable cases are sent to the Crown Court.
All of which means the reduction/rationalisation in courts can have
a negative impact though. Counties are big and getting from one
end to another, especially in largely rural counties, is a challenge to
many who find themselves in court. Many people who appear in
court (defendants/witnesses) live on modest incomes, may not
have access to private transport, and rely on a fragile public
transport network. For a 9 o’clock start at court, this would
challenge most of us who live in Somerset if we live
away from the dwindling number of courts.
While some propose technology as the answer, I’d
agree it is part of the answer. Some defendants
serving a prison sentence or on remand already
‘attend’ by video link. When the system is working
well it is okay but is often plagued by technical
difficulties and the reality is that the defendant cannot
see the whole court. These days courts do not set out
to be intimidating, so I think attendance in court
establishes a seriousness of purpose and process. This
is difficult to convey by digital link alone. As a
magistrate it is invaluable to observe body language
when someone is put on the spot under oath. I think
this would be lost through a technological solution.
There are of course some in the law profession who
would do away with the magistrates’ courts altogether. They cite
examples like Scotland with its different legal set-up. I do not think
they will get their way, and the magistracy is a far more
professional and better trained organisation than it was some
decades ago. The reduction of courts needs to be managed with
utmost caution because it may lead to the de facto neutering of
the magistracy and the loss of an important territorial proximity
and transparency. There are analogies with the closure of police
stations and primary care hospitals: it places distance (both
physical and conceptual) between the community and the fabric
that part underscores that same community.”
*Source:House of Commons Library paper on Magistrate
Court Closures dated 13 May 2020
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Learned lessons? by the editor
Contact tracing has already been used to reduce the impact
of COVID 19 in places like Hong Kong, Singapore and South
Korea. Secretary of State for Health, Matt Hancock,
explained on 27 May that: "We have a system that we're putting
in place with a combination of Public Health England and the new
Joint Biosecurity Centre, along with the local directors of public
health who play an absolutely crucial role in the decision-making in
the system.” That sounds promising. After all, the whole idea
that we can all go back to work is built on contact tracing.
Much of this system will rely not so much on fancy
technology and apps but on boots on the ground.
Track and trace
When someone is identified as infected, a list is prepared of
all the people with whom they’ve recently been in prolonged
contact. Those people will then
be tracked down and asked to
self-isolate. The system can
certainly be speeded up and
improved with a mobile phonebased app. This can show people
who have come into contact with
the infected person who they
may not know about (fellow
travellers on public transport for
instance).
That contact tracing system kicked off on 1 June. It requires
that 24,000 contact tracers have already been recruited. They
will gather contacts from patients and trace those people by
phone or email. The system relies on interplay between a
national centrally located effort and local knowledge. As Mr
Hancock pointed out, Directors of Public Health will play a
key role here. So when we tried to establish how things were
going locally we were concerned that the Director of Public
Health in Somerset appeared to be out of the loop. When
we asked how many tracers had been recruited for the local
effort in the West Country she told The Leveller®: “Public
Health England are leading on this programme so all questions
need to go to them really.”
So we checked elsewhere. Other council public health bodies
in the West County were more forthcoming. Two sources
separately confirmed to us (albeit on condition of being
anonymous) that the West Country has only managed to
recruit 50 contact tracers (to 25 May). That’s to cover an
area from South Gloucestershire, through Bristol, Somerset
and down to Lands End. Whether that is adequate or not is
open to debate. What we can say is that the woman in
charge of the new system, Baroness Dido Harding, told
Labour MP Ben Bradshaw that the scheme may not be ready,
on a local level, until the end of June.
School’s out?
Meanwhile a debate was raging about whether schools should
go back or not. At the heart of the controversy was this
simple point. Chief Executive of Somerset County Council
(SCC), Pat Flaherty, did not accept that it was safe for SCC
staff to return to work on 1 June. And all credit to him for
putting the welfare of his staff first. The question that then
arose was why if SCC’s boss thought it was not alright to
send his staff to work, did SCC think that it was alright for
schools to go back?
In the end after what might best be described as some
vigorous exchanges between the National Education Union
rep for Somerset, Robin Head, and Mr Flaherty, the position
changed. SCC passed the decision down to individual
headteachers. If they felt it was not safe to open their school,

they would not have to. Every school was sent some
standard issue Personal Protection Equipment (PPE) in case
of an outbreak, but the decision to go ahead and open or not
was made locally.
It did not help that no-one seems to have a hard grasp on the
reinfection rate, the so-called R number. If this rises above 1,
the number of people infected by COVID-19 will rise
exponentially. Again. And at least some scientists appear to
have concluded that in Somerset it was close to 1.
Meanwhile, the SAGE group of scientists advising the
government had already published a paper indicating that if
children returned to school on 1 June, their research showed
it would impact the R number by increasing it between 25%
and 50%.
If that were the case, any region with an R
number of 0.8 or higher is at risk of getting
a second heavy dose of COVID-19. The
Leveller® is aware that a number of parents
chose to keep children back from their
school, even when the school decided to
open. School is important. But at what
cost? Schools going back on 1 June will
offer their pupils just six weeks of
education and under difficult circumstances.
The Leveller® asks just one question. Are
those six weeks so important that it is worth risking more
lives and creating more misery from COVID-19 in the
population of Somerset?
As we went to press it had just been announced that the R level in
Somerset was back up at one again. This is not trivial and things
look as if they are heading in the wrong direction.
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Ofsted SEND a shocking report
Ofsted reported last month on services
provided to children and young people
with special educational needs and/or
disabilities (SEND). The first thing we
should note, is that SEND services in
Somerset are a joint responsibility. It is
often assumed they are all down to the
County Council, but the Somerset
Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG)
is also involved.
It is also interesting to note that,
although Ofsted wrote a letter with
their findings to SCC and the Somerset
CCG on 27 April, that report was only
published by Ofsted on 20 May. We
could say the report is damning of the
service. But let us use the words of
SCC’s Lead Member for Children’s
Services, Councillor Frances Nicholson
and the CCG’s Ed Ford. In a joint
statement they concede that “We are
sorry that some children, young people and
families with SEND have not received the
effective support and care that they need,
and we wish to provide. We fully accept
the areas for improvement identified.”
So what has gone wrong?
The most concerning criticisms are for
provision for children with autism.
Here the report notes “The autistic
spectrum condition (ASC) assessment
pathway in Somerset is dysfunctional. On
the one hand, health professionals are
reluctant to identify ASC in children too
young. On the other hand, assessments are
not considered once children are older
than six. The lack of a robust pathway
means that children’s needs are not
accurately identified and assessed. This

leads to too many children and young
people with ASC and their families not
having their needs met. The outcome for
these families in Somerset is often very
poor. Their experience of the system is
causing distress to many children, their
parents and their families.” It is hard to
read those words without feeling
acutely sad and angry, all at the same
time.
There are other criticisms too. Clearly
there are some major management
issues to resolve as it is noted “Joint
working between services is
underdeveloped. Leaders are beginning to
work together more. However, the reality
is that there is not effective and consistent
joint working across the area. There is still
a culture of blame between services that
has not yet been fully resolved.”
I noted at the start of this piece that
responsibility for the service rests
between SCC and the Somerset CCG.
However much of the criticism by
Ofsted is around the lack of a
coordinated response and a failure of
joint working. The following quotes
taken from the report paint the picture.
“Joint commissioning is limited and in its
infancy. Leaders have started work to
develop systems and processes to improve
governance and move things forward, but
this is taking longer than it should.”
“The quality of education, health and care
(EHC) plans reflects the lack of joint
working between education, health and
care services.”
“There is too much variability in the
implementation of the reforms across front

Heritage at Risk
Last month we reported on some of Somerset’s heritage
assets at risk. We looked at what was happening and how
efforts were being made to save them. In one respect at least
we spoke too soon. Somerset West and Taunton Council
served repairs notices on the owners of Wellington’s historic
Tonedale Mill at the start of this month. Since 2017, the
Council and Historic England have been investigating all
options to ensure the repairs, deemed to be reasonably
necessary for the proper preservation of the historic site, are
completed.
Two months to respond
The majority of the site is owned by Mancraft Limited who
acquired it in November 2014. Mancraft Ltd have been given
two months in which to formally respond to and put forward
firm proposals to carry out repairs.
That also includes a requirement to give a firm timetable for
when the repairs will be carried out with commencement and
completion dates.
Ultimately, if no progress is made, then SW&T can make a
Compulsory Purchase Order to take ownership of the historic
mill. AP
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line services.”
“The quality of assessing and then meeting
needs across the area is inconsistent and
often weak.”
“…a legacy of poor experiences for
families has led to widespread mistrust.”
You get the picture.
Positive points
There were some good areas in the
report, but they stand out as being few
and far between. It is worth mentioning
that inspectors found that speech and
language therapy for young people has
been well established, parent and carer
forums work well and there is praise
for Somerset’s special schools and the
provision they make for SEND
children.
But overall the conclusion is that there
is much to do to bring the service up
to where it needs to be. So much so
that the head of SCC Children’s
Services (Julian Wooster) and the
Somerset CCG (James Rimmer) are
tasked with reporting back. They are
required to produce a formal
document known as a Written
Statement of Action to the Inspectors.
This is not what anyone would have
wanted to see. But especially as Julian
Wooster came into SCC at a time
when the Children’s Services
department had received successive
‘Inadequate’ Ofsted reports. Things
have appeared to improve since then.
This report points to another major
failing within Children’s Services that
represents a giant step backwards.
HB

More fibre for Neroche
schoolchildren
Neroche School has been identified by the Department for
Education as eligible for a fibre broadband grant. The grant
would cover extensive works to increase the school’s internet
speed and install the latest fibre service replacing copper
wires. This will enable every child to use a device online,
which is not currently possible due to limited connection
speeds. It should also reduce the cost of broadband use for
the school.
To date Somerset County Council have confirmed their
support and it is only a matter of time before the process of
applying for the grant begins.
This is obviously good for the school and the children who
attend it. But it could also have knock on benefits for the
community. If the connection into the village is upgraded to
fibre, then the local community should inevitably find they can
access it too, as it will all work from the same junction box.
And I am told by several residents that anything giving
residents and businesses access to faster, more up to date
connections right now would be very welcome! AL
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Legally Speaking by Catherine Murton (Partner & Head of Private Clients, Pardoes Solicitors)
The English language is constantly evolving and I
have certainly added words to my vocabulary
that were completely alien to me previously:
‘furlough’ and ‘zoom’, ‘spikes’ and ‘R numbers’. I
can remember Boris first using the word
‘furlough’ and I thought it was a farming term!
Communication has changed beyond all
recognition. As human beings we all tend to favour face-toface contact for our most important dealings with other
people, be that catching up with friends and family or writing
a Will. There is no technology that can ever replace a hug or
the art of body language. Someone who appears abrupt on
the telephone and who fails to properly engage may not be
rude or lack competence but could simply be shy or even a
little deaf. I would spot that in an instant when they are sat
opposite me in a meeting but it is so much harder on the
telephone. We are, however, an adaptable species and, faced
with isolation, we have utilised technology to its fullest
extent. Zoom video conferencing (I used to think Zoom was
a lens on my camera!) is now used in my household for
everything from quiz nights to client consultations (as well as
WhatsApp video, Facetime and Skype).
Pardoes have been looking at ways to provide the free legal
advice that has previously been given at our legal clinics. Of
course we are always available on the telephone and there is
never a charge unless you want to instruct us to act for you
but, to compliment this service, we have now introduced free
law podcasts – “The Friendly Law Podcast”. Initially, these will
cover subjects such as Wills and lasting powers of attorney
followed by episodes on moving house, divorce and running a
business in this current climate.

If, like me, the term ‘podcast’ sounds like something from a
zombie movie and you have no clue what I am talking about, a
podcast is an audio recording that can be listened to at your
convenience via a mobile telephone, tablet or computer. Some
are purely for entertainment and you can listen to your
favourite comedian or learn to cook and others are purely
educational. All can be listened to as many times as you like.
We hope that our podcasts will be both entertaining and
informative, although we can’t guarantee comedian level
laughs! If you would like to try them out you can download
our podcast via Podbean or Apple Podcast by searching for
The Friendly Law Podcast.
Finally, whilst talking about language, (and as there is very little
else to talk to family and friends about at the moment) I have
been asked why my area of legal specialism is called Private
Client. I actually have no idea. I guess going back generations it
was used to distinguish private individuals as opposed to
commercial clients. Frankly, these days, few people have a clue
what I do! Private Client covers Wills, powers of attorney,
estate administration, tax planning, trusts and elderly client
matters, which is not particularly obvious in the title! If anyone
has any ideas for renaming my team I am open to suggestions.
We are all looking forward to the time that we can start to
resume our normal ways of communicating. However, I believe
that we will continue to enhance the service we provide to our
clients with the technologies that we have now embraced
(even if they were somewhat forced upon us!). I hope you will
all enjoy our new podcasts and if you would like to meet with
me on Zoom (or just have a chat on the phone) I can be
contacted on 01935 382689 or, alternatively, at
catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk.
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Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright
When Cash is King
As I write this, business is starting the slow and painful
process of getting back on its feet. By the time you read this,
even more shops will have started to open up again. Is there
at last a glimmer of light at the end of the lockdown tunnel? It
may be too early to say but as you try and work through the
difficulties of keeping your business alive, are there things you
can do to save money and help the cashflow?
Even if you have deferred your VAT liability, at some point
before the end of March next year you will have to pay it
back. That means you have the cashflow now, but you’ll have
to build up the funds out of profitable trading to avoid hitting
the buffers next March.
Your salary last
As most business owners will tell you with a grimace, the first
thing that tends to be hit when times are tough, is the
owner/director’s salary. Maybe you didn’t worry about paying
yourself a dividend when you had plenty of profits? But if you
have reserves now, ie profits from previous years but the

How to get The Leveller®…
…in a lockdown and beyond
We can only apologise to our regular readers that
getting the paper to you has proved difficult over the
past few months. Slowly but surely we will be getting
back to our regular outlets as they open for business.
We are very grateful to a number of other who have
stepped into the breach for us.
We would ask anyone that can get out to one of our
outlets for a copy of the paper, to see if their
neighbours would like one. Just to minimise
unnecessary journeys and help those who are shielding
and restricted in where they can go.
Until we are all back to normal, even if your usual
outlet is closed you can get the Leveller the following
ways:
We have been publishing an online edition of the
paper. If you go to our website: lhttps://leveller.live
you will find it on our front page. You can download it
as a pdf or use the link to see it as a newspaper using
ISSUU software.
Alternatively of course you can take out a
subscription. Subscriptions are £30 and can be bought
online at: https://leveller.live/subscriptions/
Or if you prefer more traditional methods, send a
cheque for £30 payable to Even Handed Licensing
Limited to:
Great Western House, Westover, Langport TA10
9RB
And thank you all for your
tremendous support
throughout
the pandemic. It has
enabled us to
carry on publishing!
38

company looks as if it is struggling this year, you can still pay
yourself a dividend out of your accumulated reserves. Of
course the Companies Act will not permit directors to act
recklessly. You must double check if you are trading at a loss
now, it won’t wipe out your accumulated reserves. If it won’t,
paying yourself a dividend is an option.
Why is this helpful? Well for starters the first £2,000 of
dividend income you receive is tax free. So no PAYE and no
NI. And even if you pay yourself more than the £2,000, you
can still end up paying less tax. How so? The tax rate on
dividends if your income is still at the basic rate of tax, is just
7.5%.
That’s a lot less than paying tax on income.
Oh really?
So how does this work? Let us assume that you have decided
you can afford to pay yourself a £25,000 dividend. You check
your reserves are large enough, you make sure you can afford
to pay the dividend. You double check that the company
trading to date won’t suggest that the dividend is
unaffordable.
And what next?
The tax you pay is worked out as follows: the first £2,000 is
tax free. The remaining £23,000 is taxable. If you have no
other income for the financial year, then that’s the basis for
your tax bill.
But remember you also have a £12,500 personal allowance.
So deduct that and the taxable amount you have to pay on
the dividend is £10,500.
This is then taxed at the dividend rate for basic tax payers of
7.5%.
That leaves you with a total tax bill of £787.50. That’s not bad
on a total income of £25,000.
Now I appreciate that to be able to do this there are a lot of
ifs and buts.
Not every business will have £25,000 in reserves. But in these
hard times every little helps and you have to find every break
you can to keep costs down.
Remember this
And always remember, now more than at any time, cashflow
is king. You may have payment deferrals, to suppliers, from
customers. There is VAT to pay at some point. Many
companies have their first ever bank loan with one of the
government-backed Bounceback loans. Good news, yes, but
you need to work out the repayments you have to make
across the loan period.
I can’t recommend highly enough doing a weekly cashflow
forecast. And forecast out for a least six months so you can
see how your business will fare in the tricky times ahead as
we all try and get
back to the new
normal. It isn’t going
to be easy, but a
forecast will at least
give you the
roadmap.
Then all you have to
do is drive….

Lindsey Wright is a
partner in
Accounting Angels of
Somerton
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Filthy Lucre

by Hattie Bowler
There is nothing like a pandemic to create the sort of financial
crisis that sorts the wheat from the chaff. With Haynes now
sold, Swallowfield sold off and Redde merged with Northgate
there are just four public companies left from our original
index of Somerset businesses.
Of these the arrival of the pandemic probably hit Pittard
hardest. The Yeovil based leather goods maker does not
actually sell much itself, but the retailers that it relies on for
sales have mostly been closed. The share price was down at
43p by the end of May, 33% lower than the end of February
before the lockdown and the closure of shops.
Mulberry Group PLC, the high end bag maker has had similar
woes. Like Pittard, the impact of closing retail outlets will
inevitably hit sales. But also like Pittard, the company had seen
a decline in its fortunes long before the pandemic struck.
Remember in 2012 it was valued at over £1billion. Today with
a share price of £1.93 the whole company has a market
capitalisation of just £115m.
Unlike Pittard, the company has quite a lot of retail outlets
which it took the decision to close on 24th March.
Gooch & Housego PLC the Ilminster based lasers business is a
very different matter. The company is involved in
manufacturing in a number of sectors and although the
pandemic has had an impact, in high tech businesses like this, it
does not stop work and it does not stop sales. The group
were about to announce interim results as we went to press,
but suffice it to say although the share price is down from the
end of February, it is just 13%. Very different from either
Pittards or Mulberry. They also announced the appointment of
a new non-exec director, Louise Evans (who will also be
Chair of the Audit Committee), with effect from 11th May.
Which brings us to Future PLC the magazines and online
gaming company. Oh what a different story this was. Here the
share price has risen during the pandemic, from £11.56 on 29th
February to £12.90 by 31st May. Half year results for the 6
months to 31st March this year, showed turnover up by 33%
and pre tax profit up from £8.9m to £27.1m. The mixed
platforms have served it well with a decline in hard copy
magazines being offset by a significant increase in online sales.
The company reported that “Online users have grown to 253m

Wyke Farms Appoint
New Chairman
2nd Generation Cheesemaker John Clothier is to retire as
Chairman after 70 years duty to the family business. In his
place Paul Hardwick will be taking on the official role and title
of Chairman, Wyke Farms. John will remain close to the
company and step into an advisory role to help steer the
family business. Paul has been with the business for 30 years
himself most recently as finance director. A Chartered
Accountant, previously he worked for Business Services firm,
Grant Thornton.
There will still be family involvement in the management going
forward though. Rich Clothier, is a 3rd generation
cheesemaker and remains as Managing Director at Wyke
Farms. Mr Clothier is happy with the changing at the top
though. He notes "Paul has a detailed understanding of the
needs of the business, our people and our customers, he will
help to provide the stability that we need in these challenging
times".
The company make cheese and butter under their own brand
using milk from cows grazing the Mendip Hills. For more
information see wykefarms.com/shop

Job Column

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

Is there a journalist in you
Itching to get out?
Contact us:
levellereditor@gmail.com
We offer 2 week internships.
See if this really is the stuff you are made of?
All social distancing protocols
will be followed throughout
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by Hattie Bowler

Changing times
After the pandemic finally subsides, things may be very
different. But as we were standing, unknowing at the brink,
house prices reached record levels across Somerset. Data
published by the House of Commons Library shows that way
back in 1995 the median house price in any of the five
constituencies we cover in The Leveller®, would have been in a
narrow range. From £48,500 in Yeovil to £55,000 in Wells. At
the end of 2019 the same median house price stood at just
below £210,000 in Yeovil and £250,000 in Wells. Yeovil
constituency (which includes Chard and Ilminster) was still the
cheapest area of the county. But Wells, although pricey, was
no longer flavour of the Somerset month. Top of the range is
now Somerton & Frome, a large constituency where the
median house price is £267,500.
These are eye-watering changes in just under 25 years. But
there are other changes too. Back in 1995, only Wells
constituency had a median house price above the English
median. Today Wells, Somerton & Frome are both well above
the English median of £235,000 and Taunton is close. Is the
West Country becoming more popular? Undoubtedly. And
the impact of the pandemic raises significant questions, as our
cover story suggests.
Escape to the country
First and foremost, as many commentators on the property
market have already noted, there may well be a price fall
overall. But it disguises many ups and many downs. So,
whereas many city centres may see prices fall, in some cases
fall rapidly, that is not the prognosis for the countryside. Nor
is it just the simple matter, as it has been for decades, of
wanting to retire to a beautiful part of England, to get away
from ‘The Smoke’. As it becomes more apparent, post
pandemic, that working in an office may be old hat; and as
people start looking to the lower density areas of the country
as a safe haven, so the appeal of Somerset as a destination may
increase. Today people are looking for space, large gardens
and not to live in high rise blocks of flats.
What may be seen nationally as a simple fall in the average
house price may, potentially, disguise a large number of
contradictory trends. Will regions like Somerset maintain
prices because they start to be in higher demand? Andrew
Perratt of Estate Agents Savills thinks so. He was quoted as
saying: “We have seen two main trends since lockdown. First, an
appetite for buyers to move to the countryside with the realisation
that working from home is much more possible than they might
have previously thought and as a result there has been a spike in
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demand for country properties of all shapes and sizes. Second, for
city-dwellers there is a 'walk to work premium' where buyers are
seeking to avoid the use of public transport as much as possible.”
Local affordability
And here there is a problem we must remain wary of. The
Leveller® has regularly highlighted the problems of building
houses local people can afford. The latest figures from the
House of Commons Library update both salaries and house
prices to 2019 and give some insight on affordability. Good
news it may be to see that average salaries are now above
£27,000 across Somerset, but affordability is still eyewatering.
In Yeovil and Bridgwater & West Somerset, houses are most
affordable. But when house prices are 7.7 times the average
salary (Taunton is only slightly worse at eight times), that still

looks far too demanding to be comfortable. And in Wells and
Somerton & Frome where the ratio of prices to salary is
north of nine, we are looking at a
problem reminiscent of the suburbs
of London.
The popularity of our county in
years to come may well continue to
increase. That will bring some good
news for the economy. And we
don’t want to preserve the place in
aspic. But we do have a
responsibility to provide a good
place for people brought up here to
live, buy a house and raise a family.
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Battle of Norton St Philip
On 27th June this year it will be the 335th anniversary of the
Battle of Norton St Philip. A “loyalist” detachment under
Colonel Feversham was beaten back in poor order by
“rebels” under the command of the Duke of Monmouth.
As if in anticipation, last month residents of the village had
good cause to welcome another victory
against an incursion from outside. This
time their Neighbourhood Plan,
prepared by the community, was
challenged by a developer, Lochailort, a
company based in the home counties.
Lochailort is the developer of the
Fortescue Fields, a 55 unit up-market
development in the village. The
company has sought over a number of
years to extend that development.
Their challenge to the Neighbourhood Plan meant it ended
up in court for Judicial Review.
The Neighbourhood Plan designated two areas near
Fortescue Fields, to the South and West as local green
spaces, and of special and particular importance. In other
words it would not be appropriate to build on them. The
Neighbourhood Plan identified these plots because they
formed part of a “vital green corridor” which was valued by
locals for its beauty, tranquillity, views and “contribution to
an understanding of the village’s historic evolution and
maintaining its links to the countryside.”
Obviously the developer was not happy. However every
Neighbourhood Plan must be reviewed by an independent
examiner and then go to the community in a referendum. A
Neighbourhood Plan is a serious enterprise, expensive and
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with several hurdles to pass. However once in place, it can be
used to inform planning in the area for years to come. It is a
powerful document because if it passes the referendum test,
it represents the will of the local community.
The Independent Examiner of the Norton St Philip plan was
satisfied with it. Mendip District Council accepted the draft
Neighbourhood Plan, and it should have now moved
to a referendum. At which point Lochailort stepped
in and launched a High Court challenge. This was in
part to stop the referendum going ahead. MDC tell
us is this is the first time this has happened in
England.
The court held that the examiner had rationally
decided the two sites were demonstrably spaces of
special and particular importance. The court also
found that she gave adequate and intelligible reasons
for her conclusions. Mrs Justice Lang clarified that
Neighbourhood Plans, prepared by the community, are
subject to a different and separate test of scrutiny from the
Local Plan Part II.
The judicial review challenge was dismissed on all grounds.
Mrs Justice Lang also ordered that Lochailort pay the
Council’s legal costs. But needless to say that is not the end
of the story.
Round one to the villagers supported by their District
Council. But developers are motivated by other things. And
they have deep pockets. So no surprise that they have
launched an appeal to the Appeals Court.
This matters. Neighbourhood Plans are a way in which you
can determine the future look and feel of your community.
Every community should at least think of having one.

My Somerset Home

Detached 4 bed home in a rural location overlooking the river. Close to an excellent pub, many local walks, convenient for
Taunton. Good sized garden, ample parking with scope for garage and further improvement. Two receptions, Kitchen, utility,
ensuite to master bedroom. 1990 built. Online viewing available. Online viewing available.

Price £279,500 freehold
To view contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or sales@english-homes.co.uk
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The Future of Eating out?
As workplaces slowly start to reopen, there are still only
vague noises echoing down the corridors of power about the
future of the hospitality industry. Somerset, awash with some
of our nation’s finest food producers, has always been the
perfect location for good restaurants serving food that is high
on quality and low on food miles.
What hope though, for the future of those pubs, restaurants
and cafes that have kept us fed and watered so well for so
long? Alex Nutt runs Today’s Menu, a successful restaurant in
the heart of Ilminster. He has filled the long empty chasm of
time without customers or income, thinking of the likely
future for the business he loves.
Ironically he had just made a profit in his first year of trading,
and had so many sales he had to be VAT registered. Normally
he would delight in the fact that his morning coffee and
cigarettes were to be accompanied by the dulcet tones of his
accountants running over his figures. Instead his thoughts are
turning to a very different future for his restaurant. He tells us
“It’s not going to be business as normal. We are looking at reducing
covers dramatically and instead of turning tables the offering will be
more like hiring a venue. Evenings will be more of an at home with
friends style but with great food, great service and a host of special
extras.”
Taking time to dine
Fewer covers of course will make social distancing more
credible if and as and when restaurants are allowed to open
once more. “There has to be major changes, prices for this will be
more expensive but they have been artificially low for years, the
industry has itself to blame for that. Two steaks for £20, it doesn’t
represent good value, it represents short changing every component
and everyone in the chain that worked hard to get that from
inception to plate.”
He sees the future of the trade splitting into the fast and
cheap, but restaurants like his changing to provide a distinct
point of difference. A move to what you might call the ‘slow
and valuable’ sector. Cheap food in supermarkets is something
we are used to discussing as an issue. The short changing of
producers, the exploitation of cashflow and alleged
monopolistic practices of big food retailers have been debated
and investigated for decades now.
Paying a fair price
But the restaurant trade has persisted in offering food that is
arguably not reflecting the true value of some of the best
produce around. Alex suggests “We need to appreciate the
things that we have more. Greed and selfishness is going to have to
have its time under the magnifying glass during this period. Things
have got to change for the better if humanity is to take anything
from this terrible pandemic.”
His main point is hard to argue with. Dining should never be a
hurried experience, It should be seen as a lingering pleasure,
time to enjoy the finer things and share those times with dear
friends. To come together for a dinner should be an
experience that you fondly remember for a long time, where
bonds are strengthened as bread is broken.
Essential to this is a fair deal for everyone in the chain.
Producers, staff and support services. Each is essential to the
final offering, the fine dining experience. Great food and drink
is one of the greatest things in the world. As Alex Nutt says
“When we reopen we will be working closely with our suppliers in
ensuring that a fair price for their products is charged, and passed
on to our paying customers in a formula that also ensures that we
can remunerate our team fairly.”
Alex Nutt owns “Today’s Menu” in North Street, Ilminster
Find out more on: https://todaysmenu.co.uk/
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At The Farm Gate

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith

By Graham Walker

You may have heard about the frosts that hit English and
Welsh vineyards this month. Thankfully we survived largely
intact losing only 2-3 % but sadly many others weren’t so
lucky. This has been the hardest year for decades and counter
intuitively, global warming is making things worse. This is
because warmer springs mean that the vine shoots are longer
earlier and the more developed they are the higher the risk of
damage. This May we had three nights below freezing in a
row. I was asked onto BBC Somerset the other day to talk
about frost, pandemic and the impending additional chaos of
leaving the EU without a deal.
Talk about a tough gig! The
good news is that we are in a
thriving young agricultural
sector and the support we’ve
had from local people wanting
to buy our wines has been
tremendous. Local shops have
been doing deals for us and we
have built an online shop to
allow for safe ordering.
Tanked up
It seems amazing that looking
back at the article I wrote in
mid-February we were looking

Mechanics
The hay and silage season is now well and truly on us. All
Winter long, the mowers and hay turners sit in the shed in
perfect working order, only to break down and fall to pieces
in the Spring. I have often thought maybe we should make hay
in the winter when the machinery is in good working order.
Perhaps there is a flaw in that plan!
It is often said there are two types of farmer when it comes
to machinery. One type prefers to buy all new machinery in
order to avoid break downs, and replaces equipment
frequently. It sounds like a good plan, but inevitably most of
the profits are swallowed up by a finance company, as new
tractors and machines can cost similar to a small house. The
other type of farmer prefers not to give a large slice of profits
to a finance company, so instead buys second hand tractors
and machinery. This then leads to breakdowns, so it is an
agricultural engineer that takes most of the profits rather than
a finance company.
However, there is a third method for peasant farmers such
as us, and that is to learn how to repair machinery yourself.
Inevitably, baler twine and six inch nails can play a large part in
these repairs. The scale of repairs carried out by the peasant
farmer can be quite impressive. I myself have changed clutches
on tractors, which involves supporting the tractor while
undoing a ring of bolts to split the tractor into two pieces. On
a serious note, one has to be aware of the great weights
involved and make sure the job is done safely.
One hazard the D.I.Y. mechanic often hits is the need for
specialist tools for certain jobs. Most farm workshops are
equipped with a good comprehensive range of tools. The snag
is if the specialist tool you require costs several hundred
pounds and after use it may sit in the workshop never to be
used again you have gained nothing, and may just as well have
called in the agricultural engineer. This is where lateral
thinking comes in to play, working out ways to adapt what one
has.
As a lot of you will know, our son Joe is heavily into vintage
mechanics. Some weeks back I was helping him reassemble a
B.S.A. motorcycle engine. While not strictly agricultural, it will
give you an idea of what I mean. The crankshaft is a tight fit in
the bearings and needs some force to get it in. By the time we
realised something was wrong and it wasn’t going to fit, it was
well and truly jammed. What was needed was a press to
remove the crankshaft again, something we do not possess, so
we improvised our own. A work bench was dragged under the
workshop door lintel, a piece of wood cut to suitable length
plus a bottle jack and we had a press. Hot water was applied
to expand the bearing, much pressure applied and the shaft
came out with an almighty bang. It frightened both of us but
no damage was done. Nice when things go well sometimes!
Helen Walker and husband Graham own School Farm and the
farm shop at Muchelney which you can contact on 01458 251 127

forwards to releasing our
2015 sparkling wine and
within a couple of weeks
the world turned on its
head. At least we
managed to get it back
from the winery, our
2019 White wine is still in
tank until we can work
out a way to bottle it
with the four people needed whilst maintaining social
distancing.
Muscadet
It’s difficult to make my usual recommendations on what to
drink this month not knowing who will or won’t be open and
what stock they may have. The big mail order companies like
Laithwaites are still open but, your best bet is still your local
wine merchants! Personally, we have rediscovered the joys of
Muscadet! If like a fresh, properly dry, white wine that doesn’t
cost the earth then this is a great option. Yapp Brothers of
Mere are offering a very decent
Muscadet de Sèvre et Maine Sur Lie:
Domaine de la Mortaine 2018 for
£11.40. Alternatively The Little Wine
Shop in Taunton offer a Muscadet
sur Lie de Sévre et Maine, Le Verger,
Pierre Luneau Papin for £12.85

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.
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Guild of Craftsmen
The Somerset Guild of Craftsmen have around 100 members
and used to have their gallery in Somerton. The gallery is a
shop window for many of our county’s most talented makers,
exhibiting the work of around 60 of them at any one time.
Then 5 years ago, ahead of the redevelopment of the Old
Court House they decided to make their permanent home in
Wells.
There are certain things that a gallery like this needs.
Remember that the work they sell is not compatible with
online selling. Almost every piece is individually made using
unique materials. They are pieces whose feel and look can only
be fully appreciated by viewing in person. A visit to the gallery
is a whole experience with a constantly changing body of work
on show. So, the gallery needs to be of a good size and
affordable to support these varied, small, quality businesses.
Over the years the gallery in Wells has attracted many regular customers
who love to come to see the latest pieces that members have brought in.
If you haven’t been around the Gallery then you really should. There are
some amazing works in there and it is a treasure trove of artwork and, of
course, perfect for presents.
Settled?
But all is not well in Wells. When they settled on 23a Broad Street in Wells,
it seemed to be perfect. They signed an 8-year lease in the first instance and
planned for Wells to be their home for the future. The off-street location
kept the price reasonable and there was plenty of space to do guild
members justice. And inevitably they built up an excellent relationship with
the other galleries and attractions in the city.
Now those plans may be put on hold. The Guild told us they were “shocked
to hear of a planning application to demolish the gallery as part of a proposal to
build five small housing units on the site.”
Help!
The Guild is now looking for your support. More particularly if you live in
Wells in the first instance and Mendip in the second. They have put out the
following statement asking for support “This planning application, coming as it
does at a time when the country is facing not only the coronavirus
pandemic but tough economic times afterwards could easily be a threat
to the very existence of our gallery and to the craftspeople who we
represent. We hope that sense, and the goodwill of the people of Wells
will support us in opposing this plan to build more little housing units on a
site that offers so much variety to residents of the area and our valued
tourist visitors. We look forward to being able to reopen soon and
welcome people back with a new selection of beautiful, original crafts.”
If you want to see the details of the Planning Application to make
up your own mind they can be found on the Mendip District
Council website planning portal - the reference is 2020/0938/FUL
You can find out more about the Guild from
www.somersetguild.co.uk
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Cobbs Column by Jane Rodger
Life’s little essential
Aromatherapy, the most delightful of complementary therapies, harnessing the precious
therapeutic oils from plants and flowers to treat literally thousands of ailments both physical
and emotional. The aromatic power of plants harnessed correctly can have a profound and
positive effect on our wellbeing..
A vast and fascinating subject that makes us want to learn more every time we experience the
effect of essential oils, the use of which have been practised for thousands of years I am literally
going to be touching the tip of the iceberg in the next few articles in which we journey through
the uses and application of various oils.
This month I have chosen useful summer friendly oils to create a mini seasonal rescue pack.
You will only need six or so essential oils to see you through a hopefully long and balmy
summer! Here are some useful hints and tips for a happy, fragrant , healthy summer ahead.
Summer skin
Prepare your skin for exposure! Blend 50 ml sesame oil with 50 ml apricot kernel oil , add 20
drops of lavender, 20 drops of
geranium and 10 drops of
cypress to tone and nourish
your skin ready for tanning.
Mix a few drops of lavender oil
with chilled aloe Vera gel as an amazing after sun soother,. This
is also good for prickly heat rash or hives.
As an after sun moisture treat, blend 6drops of rose geranium 6
drops of lavender ,and 2drops of patchouli with some coconut
oil and massage into skin after a bath or shower to scent,
protect and nourish .
Bug buster
The blight of summer! Make a blend of 20 drops citronella ,10
drops peppermint, 10 drops tea tree to 50 ml of sweet almond
base oil. Apply to ankles behind knees etc.
Also burn the above three oils undiluted in an oil burner or
diffuser to keep pesky critters away!
Tick off!
Ticks are a nuisance, especially on woodland walks. They carry
Lyme disease, a real nasty! Help us at hand in the firm of
geranium oil! They hate it! Simply make up a solution of witchhazel 50 ml, add 20 drops geranium shake well and spritz onto
arms legs etc. Or make into an oil to massage in using the same
ratio.
Cool it!
Feeling the heat.? Take a foot bath using a handful of Epsom
salts, a few drops of peppermint essential oil and cool water!
Bliss!
Try massaging a drop each of lavender and peppermint oils into
your temples and neck to soothe tension headache, or dilute a
drop of each on a teaspoon of coconut oil and massage over
you head and neck to ease tension and soothe stress away.
Breathe easy
Hayfever is no joke at this time of year when the temperature
rises so does the pollen count! If you feel congested and stuffy
try inhaling a super clearing blend of rosemary, peppermint,
eucalyptus, orange-geranium, oils, a few drops on a tissue or
use as a steam treatment.
Rescue blend.
A brilliant all rounder blend to take anywhere with you during
the summer months is
A 50ml bottle of base oil of your choice containing 10 drops
each of lavender, tea tree,
peppermint-geranium and
rosemary. This will treat
bites, stings, itches,
headaches, bumps, bruises,
and generally smells really
nice to just use!
.
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Shall I compare thee? - a retrospective
After weeks of lockdown I had hoped
to crack with get-around-to-it jobs with
a vengeance and by now be smugly up
to date with spring cleaning, DIY
projects and paperwork. I regret to say
that not a lot of the housework to-do
list has been ticked off. Quite frankly,
this amazing spell of hot
weather is completely
unsuited to housework of
any kind, and while the
house has that comfortable
freshly-burgled look, the
garden has never looked
better. I explain away the
state of the house by telling
visitors the butler is on
furlough.
I resolve to catch up with one overdue
job while the noonday sun is too hot
for gardening, to turn some rough
notes made 3 years ago into this blog. I
went to a gardeners and landscapers
Trade Day at David Austin Roses in
near Wolverhampton in June 2017. It
was a great day out, with a fellow
gardener for company, and we were
given a tour of the rose gardens, the
rose fields and the propagating
greenhouses, with an excellent lunch
and a talk. Many specialist nurseries
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provide this opportunity, to cement
relationships with professionals who
will use their plants in a more informed
way. It is wonderful way to learn more
about a kind of garden plant.
It was fascinating to see the greenhouse
roses, with paper bags over the heads
of pollinated flowers,
all with a unique
barcode to record
which flower had
been pollinated by
what. The seed was
collected, and sown,
then grown on in a
field the size of 4
football pitches. The
resulting plants were observed for
good and unique characteristics of
health, vigour, colour, scent, habit and
disease resistance for several seasons.
From thousands of plants, only one or
two are selected each year as a new
introduction to the catalogue.
Catalogues make interesting reading.
Superlatives abound in the descriptions
of the plants, each better than the last.
You learn to read between the lines. If
one rose boasts of an intense perfume,
and another is lauded for its disease
resistance, and another for its bloom’s

by Kath Crouch

abilities to withstand rain damage, they
may be lacking in the others’ virtues. It
was most interesting to hear what
characteristics never made it into the
pages of the catalogue. It was a drizzly
day, and you could see immediately see
which blooms suffered and which were
unbowed.
I made notes as we went round, and
here they are in no particular order.
You may wish to compare the
comments side by side with their
catalogue description, for seldom do
the drawbacks get a mention.
Kew Gardens, a white cluster-flowered
shrub, makes a good informal hedge.
For long-lasting cut flowers, grow The
Pilgrim, LD Braithwaite and especially
Queen of Sweden, which has a good
stem length and upward facing head.
Munstead Wood is the darkest purple
rose but needs good care and feeding
and does not tolerate neglect. The
Generous Gardener and Gentle
Hermione lose their petals quickly and
are no good for cut flowers, but they
are good for wet climates as they are
not prone to ‘balling’ where the bud
opens halfway then rots in the wet.
All David Austin rose colours go well
together, but least successful are
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apricot pinks next to blue pinks. As The Alexandra Rose goes
from apricot to blue pink, it is difficult to place….and no
longer in the catalogue.
For a large shrub, grow Teasing Georgia, Shropshire Lad and
The Generous Gardener.
St Cecilia’s Rose makes a good climber with lots of shoots
from the base and will flower all the way up if you prune it at
1, 2 ,3 and 4 feet intervals. Sounds good…but it is no longer
offered so it can’t have been that good.
Vigorous varieties are graded, 2 strong stems being reserved
for the climbing version and 3 to 4 stem compact version kept
for shrub roses. Shrubs should never be hard pruned like a
hybrid tea rose but grown as a bush and lightly pruned to keep
the base compact and free flowering. When bushes are young,
especially the smaller ones, they do not hold themselves up
well and are best grown as a group of three or more planted
about 2 feet apart, and they will hold each other up. Dead
head them back to the next shoot.
Most roses do not thrive in the shade under trees, but many
are happy in an open aspect in the shade of a north wall. Lady
of Shallot and Gentle Hermione will climb up a hot south or
west facing wall. However, roses will need a lot of water in
these dry positions or they will be prone to mildew. Rambling
roses are not a good idea for walls as their growth is too
vigorous and lax to tame. They are just the thing for
obliterating an ugly shed or tree stump but tend to flower
only once in late May to midsummer.
Roses enjoy rich soil and will benefit from an annual mulch of
compost and fertiliser. However manure should be
composted well before applying as it is apt to introduce weeds
to the border. Roses associate well in borders with Alchemilla
mollis, catmint, alliums, daylilies, Ajuga Catlins Giant (if not too
dry) Lychnis coronaria alba, Sedum matrona and Purple
Emperor and Penstemon Garnet. Foxgloves are also good
companions but need weeding out from under the roses for
best effect. If room for one companion only, catmint is a soft
blue that goes with every colour of rose, or phacelia
tanacetifolia from seed which will cover the ground for little
expense.
As well as roses bred by David Austin, they sell many other
roses. Zephirine Drouhin is a 19th Century popular rich pink
climbing rose. It is a tiresome beast which gets every disease
going and for once the catalogue heads off the future
complaints with the description “This thornless climbing rose
prefers warmer climates. Controlling disease can be a problem”.
If you want to grow roses in containers, they must be very big,
and 60cm by 60cm will not be too big, with three to five roses
to make a dense display. They must be top-dressed annually,
fed and watered a lot. All roses should be planted with the
graft 50cm below ground level – ignore the outdated advice by
the RHS!
After a fascinating talk from Michael Marriott, the technical
manager and senior rosarian at David Austin roses, there was
plenty of time for questions with tea and more cake. I
suggested that many older varieties of their roses were named
after male national treasures like James Galway in 2000,
William Shakespeare, discontinued and superseded by Sir John
Betjeman in 2008, but more of the recent introductions were
named after women such as Claire Austin, David Austin’s
daughter in 2007, Dame Judi Dench in 2017 and Emily Bronte
in 2018. I asked why this should be.
The reply came that there was only a slight chance of Dame
Judi going to the bad and being revealed as a brothel madam,
and they were awfully glad they didn’t name a rose Sir Jimmy
Savile or Rolf Harris.
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Behind the Wheel by David Young
Back on the road again
Here we are again. The third month of
lockdown is here and things are still a
little bit on the strange side. Due to the
editing and printing process it’s still just
about May as I’m typing this but when
you read it, it will be June and with a
bit of luck we’ll see some positive signs
with shops and businesses starting to
reopen. It’s unlikely life will return to
anything like “normal” for quite some
time but at least there’s a slight hint
that we’re slowly getting there.
Which means it’s time for a few
friendly, government approved
reminders.
In anticipation of the lockdown easing
and increasing numbers of vehicles
returning to the roads a national
campaign supported by senior road
safety organisations is asking road users
if they are #ReadyForTheRoad? Excuse
the hashtag but I have no control over
the name. The campaign is being
coordinated by the National Roads
Policing Operations and Intelligence
group and seeks to help all road users
stay safe as they return to the roads.
With an unknown increase in volume
of traffic likely over the coming weeks,
road users should prepare themselves
properly before they start their
journeys, whether on foot, cycle or
motor vehicle.
Basically what they’re saying is don’t
just jump in the car at the first
opportunity because it’s probably been
sat idle for weeks and you need to
check it’s still roadworthy.
Actually, the first thing they say is to
check your tax and insurance are valid,
as these can easily be forgotten. While
there is currently an exemption on
MoT certificates to allow for test
centres being closed, there are no
excuses for not having valid insurance
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and road tax. Once you’ve done
that then you can check your car.
It’s highly unlikely that even if your
car hasn’t moved for the duration
of the lockdown it will have
stopped working. It’s more a case
of just giving it a quick check to
make sure everything is ready to
go. Fluid levels should be
appropriate and if your car has
been sat stationary everything will
have settled so take the time to
check you don’t need a top up
before you start the car. The last
thing you need is to find out you
had a small oil leak you hadn’t
noticed, the level has slowly
dropped over the weeks and you
suddenly experience a loud bang
and an enormous repair bill when
you try to start it again.
MoT test. Again, while there is an
exemption in place for some months to
come for vehicles having a current
MoT there has been no relaxation on
the legal expectation that the vehicle is
fit for use. If you haven’t checked your
tyres for example, no police officer is
going to take pity on your plight as they
explain exactly why you’re being issued
with a ticket.
The importance of checking the vehicle
is in roadworthy condition is
particularly acute now as many vehicles
have been dormant during lockdown.
Vehicles are best maintained through
usage and some aspects of their
condition deteriorate more quickly
when left parked for many weeks, or
used only for short distance journeys.
Tyres will lose their air pressure over

It is your responsibility to ensure your
vehicle is roadworthy, but apparently
there are a lot of people who aren’t
checking their vehicles regularly.
Instead, many rely on professionals to
carry out
maintenance
Sodoku
checks at annual
inspections, such
as a service or

for this month
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time and harden when they are not used regularly, which can
lead to sidewall cracking – a serious safety issue. A ‘flat spot’,
where the tyre’s tread has been flattened due to the weight
of a vehicle and/or load bearing down on it for an extended
period of time, is also possible.
Another anticipated challenge is facing up to the possibility
that your road skills have not been used for a while and you
might need to give yourself time to get used to being back
out on the roads. Obviously I’m not talking to you because
your driving skills are top notch, but you will be sharing the
roads with many other people in the same position and they
might not be quite as prepared so allow for a little extra

patience. That is especially true should you feel the
temptation to speed, although I suspect once the roads clog
up again what has been a rising issue during lockdown will
soon ease off again.
As far as the police are concerned this is more about
reminding people to remain fully focused on driving and
reducing risk, but if you do get caught doing something daft
don’t be surprised if the police decide to give your tyres a
kick just to make sure your car is roadworthy.
It’s been a long time since our roads have been anything like
normal and as the lockdown eases the number of vehicles is
going to go up quite a lot, and quite quickly. Driving is just
like everything else. You don’t forget how, but it’s surprising
how quickly your skills can go a bit rusty. We’ll all be used
to it again in no time, but just bear it mind before you do
head back out into the world.

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 ??????????

May Sodoku answer

Your question for this month is also a connections style of question and it is this: Can you
find the common thread that links a station in Budapest, a bridge in Porto and a church in
Chile?
Last month we asked 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?
The answer was of course Somerset! (Lord Somerset was Protector under Edward VI,
Somerset House in London has an ice rink at Christmas and there is a New Jersey county
also called Somerset.
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A magical paradise by Godfrey Hall

As I am currently limited to my home
and garden due to the government
lockdown I thought I would tap into my
archives and return to a destination
that I visited a while ago.
Just off the island of St Kitts in the
Caribbean and around 45 minutes by
local ferry is the delightful island of
Nevis. A tropical paradise, it can be
reached from the UK via St Kitts in less
than a day. When I travelled to Nevis,
the hotel I stayed in ran a special
service by fast ferry of just a few
minutes from St Kitts to Nevis. The
pickup was from the airport and
then there was a short drive to one
of the nearest points to Nevis and a
speedy crossing to the other side.
A totally laid back destination, the
island boasts a number of excellent
hotels and places to stay. On my
visit I stayed in the Nisbet Plantation
Beach Club. An excellent destination
for a romantic interlude, maybe a
honeymoon or just a great holiday. It
was once the home of Fanny Nisbet,
the niece of the island’s governor
and wife of Horatio Nelson who stayed
back in the late 18th century. The hotel
has a main plantation house which was
built in 1778 and a number of luxury
villas within the grounds. We stayed in
one of these close to the beach not far
from the beachfront restaurant and
pool which provided us with a
sumptuous breakfast every day. Do ask
the staff who are local for their
recommendations as there are plenty
of island dishes which are worth
trying. The same goes for the
evening meals which are taken in
the main building, on the verandah
or at the time, if you wished, on
the beach. There are once again a
lot of local dishes worth exploring.
You must try Johnny Cakes for
breakfast or Goat Water (a type of
stew) as part of an evening meal.
The plantation is just a short bus
ride from the main settlement on
the island of Charlestown, where
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you will find a range of stores
together with plenty of stalls
providing fresh goods including
regional fruits and vegetables as well
as plenty of locally produced
souvenirs. There is a bus stop close
to the hotel and so a trip on local
transport can be a real adventure.
When I was there, we took quite a
few detours to drop off children at
their front doors! I also
remember lots of loud Caribbean
music as we went along picking up
passengers on our way into the
town centre. Another great idea is
to take the local ferry over to St
Kitts and the capital Basseterre. This
colourful trip on what only could be
described as a rather ‘interesting’
vessel, involved seating on old
airline seats and grabbing a drink for
the makeshift bar, which was an
upturned milk crate in the corner.
Full of local characters, you need to
just ‘go with the flow ‘but do make
sure you give yourself plenty of time to

get back. Basseterre on St Kitts has lots
to interest day visitors and the local
ferry terminal is a few minutes from the
centre.
One of the major attractions on Nevis
are the African Vervet green monkeys
which can be seen everywhere. It is
possible to organise a guided tour in
search of them, but to be fair you might
see them in the trees by the side of the
road. However a trip up the mountain

does provide you with a wonderful
view. But make sure you come
prepared and wear some sensible shoes
and clothes as you may well be making
your way through the forest along
narrow paths.
Nevis and St Kitts, probably have one
of the largest monkey populations in
the Caribbean. It is said locally that
there are two monkeys to every citizen

on the islands. In the last few months, a
Monkey Task Force has been set up to
tackle the increase in numbers. The
monkeys, which live in troops of
between 20 and 70, often come down
in the early morning and late evening
and severely damage gardens and fruit
trees. People accuse them of eating
almost everything in sight. The
monkeys sleep in the trees and if you
want to be certain of seeing some, then
make for the Golden Rock Inn Hotel
near the Nevis Heritage Village or the
Four Seasons Golf Course. They can
sometimes be hard to spot because of
their colouring. Just stop and stand still
for a minute and listen for rustling in
the trees. They are very inquisitive
creatures and if you keep your distance
they should soon appear. It is said they
have been around on the islands for
over 300 years.
The beaches are fabulous and well
worth exploring as is Peak Heaven
which is high above the island and has
some spectacular views. Nevis also has
some very interesting historical sites.
One of the great things about the
islands are the warmth and openness of
the inhabitants. If you are standing
waiting for the ferry or at a bus stop
you will probably soon find yourself in
conversation with a local.
An excellent location, a bit off the
beaten track, Nevis is an amazing island
with lots to see and do, so take the
plunge, board the local bus and just
enjoy.
For further information go to
www.nevisland.com
Photos and words © Godfrey Hall
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Nightingales and Lockdown
by Andre Blacker
In these unprecedented times of lockdown, watching and
listening to wildlife during our daily walks has enabled many of
us to cope with the stress and anxiety associated with the
pandemic.
One, perhaps unexpected, consequence of the lockdown has
been a reduction in traffic noise and an increased ability to
hear bird song. Bird song seems to be universally appreciated
even if those listening to it are unable to identify which species
is singing. As to why we love hearing birds sing, the American
biologist E.O. Wilson coined the term "biophilia" for a deep
human need to connect with nature, of which bird song is a
small part.
Not all equal
I will be the first to acknowledge that not all bird song is equal,
for example the wheezing, rasping song of the Greenfinch is
far inferior to the glorious fluty notes of the Blackbird and the
Blackbird’s song pales in significance when compared to the
opus of the Nightingale.
The unobtrusive looking Nightingale is rightly famed for its
song, they have an astonishingly rich vocabulary with a
repertoire of over 1000 different sounds, compared to the
100 produced by the, still melodic, Blackbird.
By attaching geolocators to migrating Nightingales we have
recently discovered that Nightingales from the UK spend the
winter in southern Senegal and Guinea-Bissau, an incredible
3000 miles from the UK.
Northern extremity
Somerset is just about as far north as a returning Nightingale
goes; their UK breeding range is south of a line that runs from
the Severn in the west to the Wash in eastern England. Here in
Somerset we start to see Nightingales arrive back from Africa in
about the second or third week in April.
After such a long and arduous migration, which includes a nonstop crossing of the Sahara, it seems churlish not to make a
little effort to find and listen to one of these astonishing little
songsters. But with a Somerset population that probably totals
less than fifty pairs finding one will take a bit of planning. The
Somerset stronghold for the species is near the MODs
Merryfield airbase but a favourite place for me
is the Wildlife Trusts Thurlbear Woods just
south of Taunton however over the years
most of my Nightingale listening has been done
next to the busy M5, just outside Taunton, at
Hankridge Local Nature Reserve behind
Sainsburys.
Connecting
When this pandemic ends, as it most
certainly will, perhaps we will realise that
spending time connecting with the natural
world was the perfect antidote to the stress
and anxiety associated with the disease.
Furthermore, that warm, uplifting feeling we
often get when listening to bird song may also
help improve our mental and emotional
health, happiness, and wellbeing.
When things get back to the ‘new’ normal
don’t turn your back on nature, we can never
have too much of nature.
Andre Blacker is a local ecologist
and can be contacted at
moreliaecology@gmail.com
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Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
Copyright, Currency and Characters

Somerset Churches - Broadway
I write this in the sincere hope that by the time you read it
our parish churches will be open again. With appropriate
social distancing of course. But we are uniquely blessed in
Somerset with some of the finest rural churches in the
country if not the wider world.
This month we look at the Church of St Aldhelm and St
Eadburgha in the village of Broadway. Dedications to Saxon
saints are relatively rare but at least St Adhelm is easily
explained as he was something of a local man, Abbot of
Malmesbury and Bishop of Sherborne and renowned for his
learning. St Eadburgha lived in the 10th century and was
daughter of King Edward the Elder spending most of her life in
the St Mary's Abbey, Winchester.
What brings them together at Broadway? No one really
knows. If anyone would like to advance a theory, we would
love to hear it!
As to the church itself, built somewhat away from the main
village centre, some say this was because of an outbreak of the
plague. Which if nothing else makes the church a perfect
selection for this month!
Gothic
Most of the building we see today is either 13th century (the
chancel and transepts) or 15th century (the nave and the
tower). It is a simple, quiet space without grand architectural
statements. This sets a serene atmosphere of tranquillity and
permanence
among the green
fields. It is a
space perfect for
contemplation
and to enjoy the
simple but
perfect form of
a beautifully built
rural church.
But there is one
highlight that no
visitor should
leave without seeing. The font. It is octagonal in shape with
each face divided into 3 trefoil-headed bays containing a
central figure flanked by shields. The fact that the carving has
degraded over time somehow adds to the beauty of the thing.
As the images fade back into the stone from which they were
carved you might easily think them Saxon or Norman. But
Historic England places them as Perpendicular (14th-16th
century).
Leave it until last, it is close to the exit and is a thing of beauty
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Many word processing apps will insert the necessary accents
in French words when typed in English. Words like fiancée,
déjà vu, crème and cliché are no problem but “raison d’etre” ,
garcon and pate, as in a meat paste, will not be corrected to
include their accents – d’être, garçon and pâté.
Then we have currency symbols like the Japanese Yen (¥) and
the Euro (€) which are unavailable on the standard English
keyboard, or those characters that are becoming less and less
common like the ”ligatures” such as ‘æ’ in æon or ‘œ’ in
diarrhœa .
How would you identify the copyright of a piece of work using
the © symbol?
To each of these questions there are three potential answers.
The first is a bit devious and obscure. If you are looking for an
accented letter or foreign symbol you could find the webpage
of a country’s newspapers such as Le Monde in France,
Allgemeine Zeitung in Germany or La Stampa in Italy. Then
find the accented letter, highlight it, press Ctrl-C then paste it
into your document.
The easier way is to use the Insert menu of your wordprocessor. In MS Word the Insert ribbon offers access to
Equations and Symbols at the end of the ribbon. These Insert
menus offer a large range of characters in English, French,
German, Hindi and Arabic among others. Simply click on the
desired character and choose Insert. You may have to change
the font style and size to match your document but that
should not prove to be a problem. Don’t forget to check out
the different subsets to find many more fascinating, if a little
bizarre, characters such as LetterLike symbols and
Mathematical Operators.
Finally, there is always the Google Translate facility. Many of
us know some of these additional facilities such as Google
Maps, Photos, Gmail and YouTube but far less is known about
the many other Google applications. These include Movies,
News, Shopping, Finance, Books, Blogger and Google Earth.
You can find them all by clicking on the dotted square in the
top right corner of the Google home page, scroll to the
bottom and click on More from Google.
Google Translate, found in this list of applications, can be
remarkably useful when you want to translate a piece of text
from one language to another, and there are over 100
languages to choose from, then copy and paste the translation
with all the correct accents and diacritics. A word of warning
here. Be wary of trying to be too clever by writing an email or
letter in English, translating it into something like Hungarian,
copying the translation and transmitting the message. I did this
to our daughter’s Hungarian boyfriend (whose English is very
good!) and had him in tears of laughter for at least ten
minutes. The reason being that Translate is pretty good at
words and short phrases but, in a long letter, the grammar and
syntax of a foreign language can
become completely corrupted,
leading to unintended
interpretations.
Website of the month
Keep the brain cells active during
lock-down by entering this
interactive quiz - www.actionquiz.com
A Video to watch – As an alternative to the weak media
humour of today, try “An Audience with Peter Ustinov” on
YouTube at bit.ly/3bLSbHc .
If you have any request for future articles or have a computing
problem, please contact me at adrian.vetman@gmail.com

Somerset Diary/Culture and events

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)

National Trust Partial Reopening Difficult times at the Arts Centre!
The National Trust took the decision to start opening some of
their sites to visitors at the start of this month. Although
houses and stately homes will not be opening just yet, a
number of gardens that surround them will. Because visitor
numbers are expected to be high, you will need to book in
advance to visit the grounds and in some cases book the car
parks too.
However note that many National Trust places in Somerset
do not have a booking system. We’ve listed them below with
all the details you should need. Please note the National Trust
are insistent that where bookings are required, you will be
turned away if you don’t have one.
Here is what is open:
Barrington Court: re-opening the garden, parkland and
toilets on 8 June. You will need to book your visit in advance.
Brean Down: The car park is open. There are limited spaces
with no booking system, if the car park is full please come
back another time. The steps to the top of the Down are
currently closed, please follow the diversion to the Military
Road.
Cheddar Gorge: the National Trust land here is open. They
encourage everyone to observe social distancing measures.
Please stay local if possible to avoid creating hotspots.
Fyne Court car park is open as are the gardens. The overflow
car park is open but with limited spaces and no booking
system. So if the car park is full please come back another
time.
Glastonbury Tor remains open
Lytes Cary: re-opening the garden, park, car park and toilets
at on 8 June. You will need to book your visit in advance.
The Wellington Monument: The car park is open but with
limited spaces and no booking system. So if the car park is full
please come back another time
Still closed
Treasurer’s House Martock, Priest’s House, Muchelney,
Montecute house and gardens, Stoke Sub Hamdon Priory,
Tintinhull house and gardens, Coleridge Cottage, King John’s
Hunting Lodge all remain closed for the time being.

It is sad to report this piece, but perhaps inevitable given the
current pandemic.
Ilminster Arts Centre has confirmed it will have to make some
difficult decisions about the future. A top venue for classical
music and jazz, much of the income it draws in comes from
live events that have inevitably been cancelled. Yet the fixed
costs of running the building continue unabated.
The Arts Centre has already made all of the paid staff
redundant,
They hope they will be able to open up again soon, albeit with
the required social distancing put into place. That of course
means lower revenues for concerts where spacing will reduce
audience sizes.
Future
Going forward for the immediate future, everything will have
to be run by volunteers. The cafe, gallery and craft shop will
be operational together with some workshops to bring in vital
revenue to this essential community facility right in the heart
of Ilminster.
The search is on for some new trustees, some additional
volunteers and new ideas. If you would like to get involved
please get in touch on info@themeetinghouse.org.uk
In their press release the Ilminster Arts Centre say they still
has a huge amount of potential having become a destination
for exciting and changing art exhibitions, a great cup of coffee,
good local craft shop, well supported and varied workshops
plus some seriously good music.
From everything we have seen of their track record to date,
we would heartily endorse that view.
AP
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Great Books That Nearly
Never Made It by John Fish
The Time Traveler’s Wife

A little green corner
Somerset Square next to Brewhouse Theatre is community
garden initiative that has been running in Taunton for ten
years. Sadly it is now being closed down because of
redevelopment plans for the area.
For the last eight years it has been run by Taunton Transition
Town, who handed it on to Brian Heath two years ago, to run
with a small team of volunteers.
It is a delightful riverside site. It has become increasingly
popular and valued by local people and by those passing
through on the major public footpath and cycle path which
crosses it.
Statements of thanks, goodwill, and support are being
gathered at the moment; though closure is not contested. The
final day was 4th June, when the display plants were taken to
the SW&T plant nursery for safekeeping.
But if Somerset Square is not to survive, perhaps the ideal
behind it may? After all Taunton has been granted Garden
Town status. With that in mind, a question has been lodged
with SW&T, for their next scheduled meeting on 7th July,
asking for the
principle of
community group
use of underutilised
and redundant public
spaces to be
endorsed for the
town and the
borough, based on
the model
demonstrated at
Somerset Square.

Throughout literary history there have been many books that
many of us have read and enjoyed that never became
bestsellers. At the same time there are also books that went
on to be international sensations selling millions, but that
came very close to never being accepted let
alone published. In a new monthly series, I am
going to delve into the dusty archives and
looking at those books that we love that very
nearly didn’t make it.
Audrey Niffenegger began writing The Time
Traveler’s Wife in 1997 and finished writing in
2001. She sent off her manuscript to a literary
agent and it was rejected; in fact Audrey’s
manuscript was rejected by 25 literary agents.
Some may have given up here but not Audrey. McAdam/Cage
agency based in San Francisco read and loved it – they
believed this was going to be something very special. It went
to auction and McAdam/Cage bid US$100,000 the biggest
sum ever bid for a book. It was published in the USA in
September 2003 and in January 2004 in the UK by Random
House. The first print run sold out in the USA and in the UK
it was endorsed by the Richard & Judy Book Club. It literally
flew off the shelves. Now the world wanted to read The Time
Traveler’s Wife and it has been published in many countries
around the world and in 33 languages and, to date, has sold in
excess of seven million copies and became a Hollywood film
starring Rachel McAdams, Eric Bana and Ron Livingston. The
book went on to be nominated for many awards – winning
two (British Book Award for Popular Fiction and Exclusive
Books Boeke Prize)
Audrey Niffenegger was now held in such high esteem that
every major publisher tried to acquire her second book Her
Fearful Symmetry which was set in London’s Highgate
Cemetery. In the end the US publisher Scribner’s won the
rights and gained Audrey Niffenegger a US$5 million advance.
For a debut novel that very nearly never saw the light of day,
in the end it became one of the most loved novels of modern
times.
John Fish writes The Last Word book review @thelastword1962

Chard Museum wins
There is not a lot to be cheerful about if you run a museum
and attraction or much else connected to the tourism
industry. So a rare ray of sunshine last month came from the
Chard Museum. They have applied for and by now received, a
grant of £25,000 from the Government’s Retail, Hospitality
and Leisure fund. This has, in the words of Chairman, Vince
Lean, “consolidated our current financial situation.”
Which will be especially welcome as the Museum will be
unlikely to open before July. Given the rules on social
distancing, even when it does open they will have to restrict
visitor numbers and it may have to be a part time opening.
Nevertheless they have used the barren hours of lockdown
to good effect. A new website has been developed and that
should have launched on 2nd June. So by the time you read
this it should be up and running with more material to be
added in due course.
The Museum should have been celebrating its 50th
anniversary this year, but celebrations have necessarily been
put on hold. But at least they have some good news to put a
smile on the faces of the staff and volunteers who have
worked hard to keep the museum going across five decades.
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The Frome Open Art Trail
This year is different. Everywhere it is different. But some are
making the best of things. And the Frome Open Art Trail is
firmly in that camp. Celebrating local artists and makers, they
usually put on an art trail through the town during the Frome
Festival in July.
The organising Team felt it was important to continue the Art
Trail enabling local artists and makers to showcase their work.
So they decided to move online with a Virtual Art Trail from
4th – 12th July 2020.
Reputation
Over the last few years the Frome Art Trail has grown in
strength and reputation with an opportunity to visit artists in
their homes or studios. It has attracted an increasing number
of art lovers who enjoy meeting and buying directly from the
artist. Even in at this uncertain time, the artists would
appreciate your time to visit online, to buy via their shops or
make contact through email or by phone. Each artist is
showing their work using photos or videos, so click on the
links, take your time and visit the artists online. There’s a wide
variety of prices on a great diversity of beautiful art and crafts.
52 local Frome artists are participating in the Virtual Art Trail
with affordable art for everyone including ceramics, paintings,
textiles, photography, glass, and jewellery.
Find out more
The Interactive Brochure on our website https://www.fromeopen-art-trail.co.uk gives the details of all the artists, with
images, contact details and links to their work. To purchase
work: some artists have online shops, or you’re welcome to
contact them by phone or email.
AL

The Green Knight is heading to Wells!
If you are going to bring a poet to your
festival, you might as well start at the
top. And this year, if it gets the all clear,
Wells Literary Festival will have the
Poet Laureate and Oxford Professor of
Poetry, Simon Armitage on the bill. His
reworking of Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight from Middle English had echoes
of Seamus Heaney’s efforts to rework
Beowulf. He recently appears on
Desert Island discs revealing a love of
Joy Division and reading his Lock Down
poem.
Closer to home Armitage was judge of
the Wells Festival Open poetry prize
last year! The organisers told us that
they “are thrilled that Simon, last year’s
Open Poetry judge and poet laureate
will be with us in October in person to
talk about his powerful latest
collection of poems, Magnetic Field. “
Meanwhile please keep your entries
coming in to the 2020 Wells Festival of
Literature Writers’ Competition. There
is still time but that proverbial clock is
ticking. The closing date for entries of
poetry, short stories or books for
children is midnight, June 30th.
poet Don’t miss out on your
opportunity to win the 2020 Wells
Festival of Literature Writers’

Competition or to hear Poet Laureate,
Simon Armitage speak at the Festival!
This year the prize money has been
increased to £1,000, for the Open
Poetry prize and £750 for the short
story or book for children. Perhaps
unsurprisingly the level of entries is
already twice that of 2019!
This year the Festival welcomes
another top line up of Judges. Poet, Jo
Shapcott, Queen’s Gold Medal holder,
lecturer, editor, and winner of national
and commonwealth poetry prizes,
alongside the Costa Book of the Year
Award, to judge the Open Poetry section
with poet and filmmaker, Victoria
Adukwei Bulley scrutinising the Young
Poets’ work. Duncan Minshull, BBC
Radio producer , fiction editor and
compiler of striking anthologies of
stories, takes on the Short Story class
and Fleur Hitchcock, local children’s
author, bookseller, writer of Shrunk!
and 16 more books for young people,
will bring her expert eye to the Books
for Children.
You may be an experienced writer or
feel tempted to use extra time at
home, courtesy of the Covid
emergency, to start becoming creative
with words. In any case, don’t forget

that £1.50 of every £6.00 entry fee
goes towards the Festival’s education
projects, bringing writers and events
into our local state schools to inspire
the poets and story tellers of the
future. The Festival website
www.wellsfestivalofliterature.org.uk
provides further details of the prizes
and special prize giving event at the
Festival .

Photo credit
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Photo Competition
Well with the foot being slowly taken off the lockdown gas,
the opportunity to take some unique photos is fading away.
When else will you get the countryside to yourself, with
cleaner air, wildlife apparently flourishing and photo
opportunities galore? Below are 2 more entries in the CPRE
Somerset 2020 photo competition. You have until 31st August
to take that special shot! To enter (its free) please email your
photo as an attachments to admin@cpresomerset.org.uk with:
Photographer’s name, Address, Email address, telephone
number, Location of photo, Date photo taken, Name of
photograph or caption (no more than 20 words)
Glastonbury Tor - Jonathan Bull

Somerset Libraries Presents!
We are still hoping that pretty much around the time you
receive this that Somerset will be thinking of reopening
libraries. When Italy came out of lock down it struck a note of
joy and hope that among the first things to open were book
shops. No chance of that being seen as a priority in this
country.
Important
But if anyone realises the importance of books, it is the staff
from Somerset libraries. And if they cannot yet open their
doors, they’ve been creative bees finding other ways to get
reading material out to us.
This includes creating dozens of videos for children of all ages
to enjoy each week online. You can find offerings for story
times, health and wellbeing videos, top tips on cooking and
gardening and of course some useful book reviews.
The videos have already attracted attention and have had
thousands of views.
Extended
The digital library offer has also been extended. This includes
free books, audiobooks, magazines and even newspapers to
download onto smartphones or tablets and laptops. Sadly
though they have not seen fit to offer The Leverller as part of
the portfolio.
To see the videos created so far
visit www.glassboxtaunton.co.uk/videos or find Somerset
Libraries UK on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to see
regular new content.
The full programme of online events and activities can be
found at www.somerset.gov.uk/libraries
AP
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Walters Words of
Wisdom
The Prime Minister is dithering. Was it wise
to go back to work? Should we risk a second
spike in infections? What about schools?
Where other nations just seem to get on
with things, the British way seems to be to
dissolve into eternal wrangling. But the
core issue, the health of citizens versus their economic
wellbeing, is not a new one. Walter Bagehot was wrestling
with a similar conundrum over a century and a half ago….
Health V Economics?
Now of course it is true that there are some things, though not
many things, more important than money, and a nation may well
be called on to abandon the maxims which would produce the most
money, for others which would promote some of these better ends.
The case is much like that of health in the body. There are
unquestionable circumstances in which a man may be called on to
endanger and to sacrifice his health at some call of duty. But for all
that bodily health is a most valuable thing, and the advice of the
physician as to the best way of keeping it is very much to be
heeded, and in the same way, though the wealth is occasionally to
be foregone, and the ordinary rules of industry abandoned, yet still
national wealth is in itself and in its connections a great end, and
economists who teach us how to arrive at it are most useful. …
They are like pleasant doctors who teach people to eat and drink
too much, only they have higher pretensions, and say you must not
think of health only; there are things which are higher than health,
and so they appeal at once to the higher aspirations of humanity
and to its lower weaknesses. [“The Centenary of The Wealth Of
Nations”, The Economist, June 1876]
More information on Walter can be found at
https://sites.google.com/site/walterbagehotlangport/

Somerset Snippets by J B Seatrobe
Somerset’s Sevastopol Cannons
The Siege of Sevastopol was the final
battle of the Crimean War, when the
Allied forces (British, French and
Ottoman) defeated the Russians in
1855 and took control of the Black Sea
port. Trophies of the war were
claimed by all sides, but in the British
case, most of the trophies were
cannons, with some bells and other
smaller items. Over 900 guns, mostly
made of iron, were shipped back to
Woolwich Arsenal, along with 10 bells.
Despite a desire in some Government
quarters to avoid triumphalism or the
glorification of war, public pressure
built up for the cannons to be kept as a
memorial to those who had sacrificed
their lives in the campaign. Eventually,
in January 1857, the Government
decided to distribute the guns to
military and naval establishments and to
deserving or desirous British and Irish
towns and cities ‘as have proper public
places to put them in’. Many were also
sent to other parts of the Empire,
mostly to Canada, Australia and New
Zealand. The only conditions were
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that the recipients should agree to pay
the transport costs, and to have the
guns properly mounted and displayed.
In Langport, Edward Quekett, a
manager in Stuckey’s Bank and member
of the Corporation, was quick off the
mark in writing to Lord Panmure,
Secretary-at-War, to ask for a
Sevastopol cannon. It arrived by train
in April 1857 and was installed in a
copse on The Hill, near Vincent
Stuckey’s house and across the road
from All Saints’ Church. It was the first
cannon to be presented anywhere in
Somerset.
Taunton and Bridgwater
Other places quickly followed suit.
Taunton and Bridgwater’s guns arrived
in June 1857; Bristol and Bath’s in
August and September, and finally one
for Wells. Langport was lucky to get
its request in early: by September that
year the large number of applications
forced the Government to introduce
restrictions. When Faringdon in
Oxfordshire applied for a cannon, they
were refused, being told that ‘it has

been found necessary to regulate their
distribution by the population of the
towns applying for them …the only
exception made to the population rule
have been where towns are the capitals
of counties, royal boroughs, or places
with castles.’ (Wilts & Gloucestershire
Standard, 5 Sep 1857)
There was a certain amount of ‘cannon
envy’ in some towns, and this was the
case in Wells. A letter to the editor of
the Wells Journal on 23 May 1857
complained that ‘Langport and
Taunton, in this county, has each been
presented with a Russian gun, merely
by asking for it. Surely there can be no
reason why the city of Wells should be
less favoured than either of these
places … .’ When their request was
granted, however, there was some
controversy over where it should be
displayed. Cathedral Green was
suggested, but it was thought
inappropriate to have a cannon pointing
at a place of worship. Market Place
was preferred as being more central,
and importantly, nearer the police
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station, where ‘there would be less danger of its being injured
or defaced, or of its becoming the lounging place of the idle’.
Taunton’s cannon was given pride of place outside the newly
built Shire Hall, where it remained until 1940, when it was
melted down for scrap metal to help the war effort. The
other Somerset cannons met the same fate.
Salmon Parade
The Bridgwater cannon was originally sited in Salmon Parade,
outside the house of Bridgwater soldier Denis Heron, who
had ridden in the Charge of the Light Brigade. In 1883 it was
moved to the junction of the Bath and Bristol roads, which
became known as Cannon Junction. It too went to help the
war effort, but a replica was made and installed on the
roundabout there. Refurbished in 2014, it is the only
reminder of the Sevastopol trophy cannons that came to
Somerset.
If you have further information or any images of Somerset
cannons, please contact us at seatrobe@123mail.org
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