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Highest Hubris

If all had gone to plan, the Chief Executive of a Somerset Council
would have enjoyed an awards ceremony last month. The Municipal
Journal awards are a ‘glittering’ night of luxury at one of London’s top
hotels with more than 1,000 select guests invited. They celebrate the
very best in local authority achievement.
The Chief Executive in question was nominated as Chief Executive of
the Year by his own council leader. His nomination was for, in the
words of the press release his council put out “the plans he put in
place which have led to huge progress from the whole team in recent years
from transforming the organisation and our commercial approach to a
renewed focus on the development of staff and the regeneration of town
centres.”
As it happens there was no ‘glittering’ evening in London because of
COVID-19; instead an online event will take place on 2 October.
Which is perhaps as well as there would have been something
incongruous about a Chief Executive enjoying a night of luxury, just
as part of his ‘transformed’ organisation was falling apart.
As we shall see.  (see page 22)
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As the planning team falls apart, a Somerset Council’s Chief Executive is
nominated for an award for leading the transformation project

 Len Copland took this elegant shot of Lottie,
aged 13, from Merriott for the series

 “Dancers in Lockdown”. See p62 for more details

This Newspaper
has been Treated!

Safety First at The Leveller®

At The Leveller ® we have tried to ensure the safety of all our
readers throughout the pandemic. Although both the World
Helath Organisation and Public Health England have said
newspapers are safe and not likely to spread the COVID 19
virus, we know some people remain concerned.

With that in mind we have arranged for copies of The
Leveller®, including the one you are reading now, to be
treated with an anti-microbial wash. This is a silver based
product that is applied as part of the printing process.

So if someone has picked up and put down the copy of our
paper before you do, the anti-microbial wash should kill off
germs and minimize the possibility of spreading those germs
any further.

Throughout the pandemic we have put in place procedures to
reassure our readers and ensure their safety and the safety of
our staff. We will continue to use those procedures until the
pandemic goes away. That includes social distancing in our
offices. Deliverers picking up their copies at 30 minute
intervals. Use of gloves for delivering papers and so on.

We want you to feel that picking up and reading The
Leveller® is as safe as it can be.
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Letters to the editor
Dear editor
Brilliant piece about the inefficiency & 'blindness' of our
planning departments, towards the poor strategic fit of the
Somerset housing needs , leading to the builders boom.
Until the Government can control the greed of developers
this problem will always be thus.
Developers construct budgets on final sales prices constructed
in simple thirds .
One third - land price
One third - build cost
One third - profit
So when constructing a 4/5 bed 'executive home' costs little
more than a 2 bed affordable type , profit is proportionately
easier & greater .
They can build all they like, pressure planners & councils  to
roll over : but without anyone  developing  the employment
infrastructure, paying  'City type Salary' - rural salary
opportunities will never catch up. The loss of town centres
paying poor/minimum retail sector wages has little impact . In
fact the reverse.
 The M5 will get more clogged as workers daily head to the
Cities & Somerset will lose any community at all & just
resemble the dormitory it is becoming.
Steve Mason
Martock.

Dear Sir,
The Government frequently tries to reassure us that the NHS
is not up for sale and that food standards will be maintained
post Brexit. Given the opportunity to back these words with
some enforceable action Tory MPs totally failed. On 20th July
Labour tabled an amendment to the Trade Bill that would
have barred any deal which "undermines or restricts" a
comprehensive public-funded health service, free at the point
of delivery.”
ALL the Tory MPs voted against it- including our local
Somerset MPs. (*) The amendment would also have legally
guaranteed the UK's ability to control the pricing of medicines,
and maintained the current level of protection for patient data.
Tory MPs, including all Somerset MPs (*) voted against
another Labour amendment which aimed to bar any food
imports unless they were produced with "as high as, or higher
than, standards which at the time of import applied under UK
law” which would have ensured "chlorine-washed" chicken
and other poor-quality US foods were kept out of the UK.
Brexit  was sold as the UK "taking back control” yet even a
Tory MP amendment that would have given parliament a vote
on any post- Brexit trade deal has been defeated- once again
by Tory MPs votes, including all Somerset MPs.(*)   It appears
that  for Tory MPs, it is less take back control and more give
total control to Dominc Cummings and Boris Johnson. Is this
what anyone voted for?
(*) Rebecca Pow MP for Taunton Deane and Parliamentary
Under-Secretary of State at the Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs appears not to have been present for
any of these important debates, and did not cast a vote on any
of these amendments
Cllr. Alison Barkshire
Frome
(Green Party).
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Letters to the Editor

Dear Mr Lee,
You're right, there does seem to be a culture of obfuscation
at South Somerset DC. During the fiasco of our simple
planning application (11 months, start to finish) I made a
Freedom of Information request about their planning
performance since the "Transformation".
The percentage of applications exceeding the eight week
deadline in 2019 was shown as a fairly respectable 4.4% - until
we spotted it included "agreed Extension  of Time" in
brackets. I asked again for the actual figure and, after a total
of 11 weeks, got a figure of 61%  - and this in a year where
applications had gone down and staff numbers had gone up!
Government guidance states that if it becomes clear that
more time is required, the LPA should ask the applicant to
consider an extension and such agreement must be in writing.
SSDC's Acknowledgement of Application letter to us simply
said 'unless you inform the Council otherwise it will be
assumed you are agreeable to an extension'. So much easier
than following the rules.
Until the present regime changes, my advice to anyone
thinking of investing in the SSDC area would be: if it involves
planning, take your money somewhere else.
Yours sincerely,
Tony Eldridge
Bruton
P.S.  A useful tip: If your application result is overdue (it will
be), make sure you appeal to the Planning Inspectorate. The
council will tell you that you can complain to the
Ombudsman. The Ombudsman will refuse to look at it if you
haven't gone to the Planning Inspectorate first.

Dear Sir
Just in case you are not aware, (though I suspect that is
unlikely) the latest (this week) and last (two weeks ago)
edition of Private Eye magazine, contained articles about
SSDC and its councillors. Given SSDC’s reluctance to speak
to you, perhaps additional adverse publicity may make them
feel that they should justify concerns that you properly put to
them.
In addition, in the latest issue the shenanigans of Yeovil MP,
Marcus Fysh were again laid bare after his “accounting”
problems last year with filings at Companies House. This
though was more widely reported after last weeks
publication of the report into his failing to record members
interests in the House of Commons register.
Also, I have to say that I was concerned that the leader of
SSDC, in a television interview about a possible unitary
authority for Somerset, said it was not just about potential
savings, but failed to say what the other considerations may

be.  Perhaps a Lib Dem majority at District level cannot
accept a Conservative majority at County level.
Keep up the good work!
Regards
Chris Tre-Vett

Dear editor
Feedback to help Somerset NHS and social care services
rebuild and improve
As the social care sector and NHS faces pressures like never
before in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, Healthwatch
Somerset has joined national care organisations to support a
new campaign Because We All Care, to ask people who use
health and care services to feed back on their experiences.
Despite the toll this terrible pandemic has taken, the nation
has pulled together. In Somerset, as across the country, we
have seen so many people volunteer their time and many
more expressing support for the front-line workers keeping
those in care safe and well.
National research by Healthwatch England and the Care
Quality Commission has found that nearly two thirds (61%)
of the public want to help to improve health and social care
in this country. One crucial way to improve the quality of
care is to give feedback, whether positive or negative. It is
only by knowing what has been done well, and what needs
improvement, that we can build a better care system as we
come out of this crisis.
Giving feedback might seem like a small contribution, but it
can have real and concrete effects in improving the quality of
care. We want to hear from Somerset residents about their
experiences of health and social care during Covid-19, or that
of their loved ones, so that we can help services adapt,
rebuild and improve.
You can feedback by completing the Healthwatch Somerset
short, confidential online survey
https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/CoronavirusHWS/ or get in
touch with us on 01278 264405 or via our social media.
It has never been more important that the voices of people
who use health and social care are heard, and we are
listening, because we all care.
Hannah Gray, Healthwatch Somerset Manager

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.
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The Somerset Day
15 August
  Sunrise   5.59 am
  Sunset    8.30 pm
15 September
  Sunrise   6.48 am
  Sunset    7.23 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 9.00-
11.00am
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 9am-
4.00pm
Yeovil Market: Lower Middle Street, Tuesday, Friday 9am-3pm

Public Information

Moon Phases
 New Moon 19th August
First Quarter 25th August
Full 2nd September
Last quarter 10th September
Planets
Jupiter and Saturn can both
be seen in the South in the
Constellation of Sagittarius as
darkness falls but start to set
earlier now while Mars rises
in the East before Midnight as
we move in to late August
getting brighter all the time.
Venus can be seen shining
brightly in the Eastern sky in
the early morning hours.
Constellation
The Constellation of Lyra The
Harp is high over head now
made conspicuous by the
Bright Star Vega the fifth
brightest Star in the sky and
at 25 light years one of the
closest. There are two
interesting sights here one is
the quadruple Star known as
the Double-Double which is
to the left of Vega and visible

in binoculars although a small
telescope is needed to split
them and the Ring Nebula
which sits between the middle
of the two widely spaced
Stars at the bottom of the
Constellation again needing a
small telescope to locate.
Celestial Events
Look out for the red Planet
Mars and the bright silver
Waning Crescent Moon
appearing very close together
on the night of 5th/6th

Sky Diary by Paul Adamson

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

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:  www.citizensadvicemendip.org.uk/

Sedgemoor: www.citizensadvice.org.uk/local/sedgemoor/
Taunton:  https://citizensadvicetaunton.org.uk/
West Somerset: www.westsomersetadvice.org.uk/
South Somerset: www.citizensadvicesouthsomerset.org.uk/
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ANNOUNCEMENT OF PUBLICATION OF
AN ENVIRONMENTAL STATEMENT (Regulation 10 of the Environmental

Impact Assessment Land Drainage Improvement Works (Amended)
Regulations 1999 SI 1999/1783

River Sowy and King’s Sedgemoor Drain Enhancements Scheme - Phase 1

The Environment Agency gives notice (on behalf of Somerset Rivers Authority) that an Environmental Statement
has been prepared in respect of proposed improvement works to the flood defences on the River Sowy and King’s
Sedgemoor Drain in the Somerset Levels and Moors, Bridgwater, between Parchey Bridge, Chedzoy (NGR ST
35179 37741) and Monk’s Leaze Clyce Sluice, Langport (NGR ST 40939 27604), over a 14 kilometre stretch.
The proposed improvement works will involve the following: improving the existing flood banks by raising the bank
to a consistent flood defence level along sections of the watercourse and creating a number of different ecological
enhancements. Outfall structures will also be modified as required to accommodate the new design level.
Copies of the statement may be inspected online via a consultation website named Citizen Space. Citizen Space
contains a copy of the statement and provides an online survey facility to record consultation responses as well.
The web address for Citizen Space is – https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/wessex/river-sowy-and-ksd-
enhancements. With regret, due to the Coronavirus, hard copies of the Environmental Statement will not be
available for inspection at any public location.
Any person wishing to make representations in relation to the likely environmental effects of the proposed
improvement works should do so via the Citizen Space survey or to the following email address:
sowy.ksd@environment-agency.gov.uk, within 30 days of the statement being published on Citizen Space
(currently planned to go live on 15th August 2020). Should you have any problems with using the Citizen Space
facility, you can reach the project team on 07950 955 527 for further assistance. If no representations are
received in respect of the environmental effects of the proposal within this time period, then the proposal
will proceed to be implemented. It is anticipated that works will commence in Autumn 2020.

Gary Cutts
Lead Project Manager
Environment Agency, Manley House, Kestrel Way, Exeter, Devon, EX2 7LQ
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Not today, thank you
Curry Rivel Parish Council has gaps to fill after Andy
Anderson and Peter Goodenough decided to step down from
Parish Council duties. With former stalwarts, Derek Yeomans
and Terry Mounter, stepping into the breech, we were
interested to see what would happen. Would new candidates
come forward? Would the Parish Council have major
decisions to make before it could fill the gaps?
Up in the air
These questions were destined to be left in the lap of the
gods. The gods in this case being the major ones in California
who created Zoom, and the minor ones in Curry Rivel who
control access to it. The instructions for the meeting were
clear enough. Email the Parish Clerk and joining instructions
would be sent.
We emailed the Parish Clerk. And waited. And waited.
Answer came there none. Not even a “do not darken our
door” response. So, whatever interesting things may have
happened in the Parish Council meeting, we can’t tell you
about them. We emailed the Clerk to ask what had happened,
but we didn’t get a response to that either.
PS: We have subsequently learned that two new members
were co-opted onto the Council; they are Matt Geen and
Clare Anderson.

Expect chaos here
The A372 through Aller is to be resurfaced. This will be good
news, at least for the residents of Aller. This will not be good
news for anyone using the A372 between Langport and
Othery, including residents of Aller who want to get to the other side of the roadworks. The road closure will be from the Old
Pound Inn to the east edge of the village. And the diversion routes possible are pretty limited and frankly very narrow. Those
who live locally will know the drove roads in and around High Ham to take.
The road is to be shut 24 hours a day from Tuesday 25 August 25 and Wednesday 2 September.
Drivers of HGVs on the other hand face a 40 mile plus trip following the official detour route. This will take you along the A361
via Burrowbridge, the A38 past Taunton and then the A358 up to Ilminster. Then the A303 to Podimore and the A372 back up
to Langport and on to Aller.

Christmas Postponed
Langport is the first town we’ve heard from in Somerset
where plans for the usual Christmas market have been
cancelled. The town knows how to put on a show. Around
four weekends before Christmas the streets are usually taken
over with markets, a brass band, mummers, carol singing and a
massive fireworks display on Cocklemoor.
But not this year. The amount of planning required to put on a
large event in a small town is no small matter.
And with all the uncertainty (social distancing rules, where we
might be with the COVID 19 virus in December etc)
cancelling seemed like the safest bet. In a statement the
organisers explained “We have decided, as a Committee to take
a responsible stance and have a `fallow year’ this year and bring
you an even better Christmas Fair on Saturday 4th December 2021
(put the date in your diaries now!).” However that does not
mean giving up on Christmas. The usual display of white lights
throughout the town will make the place look festive. And
plans are being discussed with local businesses to see what
else can be done to make things jolly and lively.

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.go
v.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
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

Council meetings - or not

mailto:ytc@yeovil.gov.uk
mailto:ytc@yeovil.gov.uk
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Back on track?
Last month, as the government looked to get the economy
kick-started with major infrastructure projects, one of the
areas of focus was rail. In a Department for Transport (DfT)
Press Release we were told that "The Rail Minister announced
that 50 proposals have been submitted from right across the

country. These include
proposals from MPs in
the north east to reopen
the line at Ferryhill,
County Durham, and
restore the Consett-
Newcastle Connection, to
proposals from the south
west to transform the
Newquay line, reopen

Charfield station, and reinstate the Bodmin to Wadebridge railway.”
Green light for Langport/Somerton?
All well and jolly, but trying to get the detail from behind the
bland figures is not easy when you are dealing with the DfT.
What we really wanted to know was if the much promised
station for Langport and/or Somerton was on the list. In the
end we short-circuited the process and went straight to local
MP David Warburton. He told us that not only was a station
for Langport/Somerton on the list, but a bid had been
submitted and submitted on time.
The initial round of funding is to allow a feasibility study to be
done to identify the best site, ensure there is space to develop
a station, and try to gauge the degree of use there would be if
the station were to be completed. There is still a long way to
go, but at least this time the idea has made it out of the
starting blocks. AL

Down by the river
Over the past two years Langport Town Council has been
working hard on what they call their River Project. It all
follows a successful grant application to the European
Agricultural Fund, Rural Development Programme for
England. That gave the Town Council £180,000 and by the
time they had pulled in a grant from South Somerset District
Council and some of their own funds they had over £200,000
to use.
A number of amenities have been added to the riverside at
Langport including fishing platforms, pontoons, and access to
the water for boats and canoes. In a separate piece of work
funded from other sources, the Town Council have been
working on repairing the slip way at Huish Bridge (known
locally as Black Bridge). This has been decayed and out of
action for several years. They intend to expand the car park
and create a new picnic area too.
Now during September/October comes the pièce de
résistance. After months of negotiating with the Environment
Agency everyone has settled on a scheme for a walkway along
the banks of the River Parrett linking everything together.
And this is where they crave your indulgence!
Closure
The existing footpath between Cocklemoor and Huish Bridge
as well as the car park at Huish Bridge will have to close in
September and October to allow the work to be carried out.
While diversions to the existing footpath will be possible, the
car park will remain closed throughout.
Town Clerk Debbie Speed notes “The River Parrett will still
deliver unwelcome flooding and mud, but it is hoped that our
beautiful riverside will become more accessible for locals and
visitors all year round.”

Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages
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Co-option chaos?

Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages

Somerton Town Council (STC) has
some vacancies. Not only has the Town
Clerk, Jude Raybould, resigned but two
other councillors have too. No-one
called for an election, so at their July
meeting the Town Council tried co-
option. It did not go well. Partly it did
not go well because in addition to
trying to co-opt a new councillor, STC
were also trying to agree a new co-
option policy. These things are never
easy, but the bottom line is that the
new policy proposed at the meeting
included the following process:
� The Council via HR to agree an
interview panel and to devise a set of
standardised questions.
� Complete interview sessions
with interested parties during
September 2020, providing feedback to
all the members using a feedback form.
� Complete the co-option
process at the October 2020 full
council meeting.
This has caused some controversy. A
member of the public and former
councillor Peter Richardson addressed
the meeting in public session suggesting
proposed process breached National
Association of Local Council Guidelines
and also the Local Government Act.

Others may disagree but it looks as if
he has a point. The issue here is who
can be involved in the co-option. It is
perfectly in order for the Town Clerk
or the HR Committee of a council to
check that potential co-optees are
eligible. But that is a simple process and
merely requires a check the applicant is
over 18 and either lives or works in the
town. There are a few background
checks to be done too.
Complicated process
Once that is checked and agreed, all
sitting councillors should take part in
the co-option process. So the proposal
to have a sub committee effectively vet
the candidates is, if not illegal, certainly
not in the spirit of the rules. In fact The
Leveller® was unable to find any other
town or parish council in Somerset that
pre-vetted candidates in this fashion.
The end result of the STC meeting was
that the new policy was postponed for
more work to be done. A new
councillor, Anouska Harrison was co-
opted and two other councillors have
since resigned. Brian Raybould and
Martyn Smith are two of the longer
serving councillors and the loss of their
experience will be a blow to the
council.

That leaves four vacancies on STC. But
here things turn positively silly. STC is
obliged to ask electors if they want an
election. If 10 electors call for an election
by 7 August then one will have to take
place instead of co-option. Except it
won’t. Roger Quantock South Somerset
District Council’s elections expert
explained: “All by-elections are postponed
until May 2021. However there has been no
change to the mechanics of dealing with
casual vacancies. Parish and Town Councils
are still required to publish a notice of
vacancy and the electorate still has the
opportunity to request a by-election. If a by-
election is called then it is delayed until May
2021.” This is as a result of emergency
provisions to deal with the COVID-19
pandemic.
So if you call for an election you get one –
next May! But if councillors keep resigning
and the electorate keep calling for an
election, there is a danger that the council
may become inquorate. Roger Quantock
explains what happens then: “If the number
of vacancies is such that a Council become
inquorate then SSDC can exercise its powers
under the Local Government Act 1972 to
appoint temporary councillors so that the
Parish Council can act.”
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Fashionable Bruton
There has been much coverage in the nationals of the arrival
of George Osborne in Somerset. The former Chancellor and
Editor of the Standard has recently purchased a substantial
Grade II listed Georgian (well really, what other era could he
have chosen?) property in Bruton. Quite what David
Warburton MP thinks about having the former Chancellor and
Evening Standard editor as his constituent, I’m not too sure.
Of course, one possibility is he has moved here as part of an
ill-conceived bid to take over The Leveller®. Heaven forfend!
The in crowd
He is not alone. Bruton seems to have become a magnet for
the great and good. Other journalists such as Mariella
Frostrup, fashion designer Stella McCartney, musician Caroline
Corr and impresario Sir Cameron Mackintosh all live in the
area. And of course the South African billionaire Koos Bekker
and his wife, Karen Roos, bought Hadspen House, the seat of
the Hobhouse family since the late 18th century and turned it
into The Newt.
In some ways it is a surprising choice; Bruton is not especially
well connected to London by train or road. Perhaps it was the
arrival of the Hauser & Wirth gallery that made it become a
bit of a magnet for incomers. But while the fashionistas of
London come up with alternative monikers for the town such
as ‘the new Notting Hill’, what about the people who live
here? Bruton has always been a successful market town in its
own right. It has a crowd of well regarded independent
schools and one of the last remaining state boarding schools –
Sexeys.
Mayoral response
We asked town councillor and current mayor of Bruton, Ewan
Jones what he made of the transformation the town seemed
to be undergoing. He told us “I am delighted that George
Osborne has chosen to move to Bruton, and join our many inspiring
residents. We in Somerset welcome everyone, and I would like to
personally welcome George to our wonderful town. I hope he takes
an active role in Bruton's energetic community, having been
attracted by forward-looking initiatives such as Bruton’s Carbon
Neutral 2030 Plan, and our exemplary mutual aid response to
Coronavirus, including the new Food Drop Service for those whose
incomes are suffering. I am sure that he has had much opportunity
to reflect upon, since leaving Government, his lobbying for David
Cameron to “Cut the Green Cr@p” in 2013."  AL

Boyle’s Cross changes hands
Mendip District Council last month agreed to transfer the
ownership of Boyle Cross to Frome Town Council.
Leader of Mendip District Council, Cllr Ros Wyke, said: “We
are delighted to be able to return Boyle Cross to the
residents of Frome. We know it is valued by those who live
there and that people take great pride in it.”
Regarding the transfer, Anne Hills, Leader of the Council at
Frome Town Council was obviously pleased, but she has
clearly had experience of dealing with District Councils: “We
welcome the opportunity to discuss with Mendip the transfer
of the Boyle Cross and look forward to discussing the detail
with them. From our perspective we need to ensure that
along with the responsibility of ownership and liability also
comes the benefits of being able to have events of our
choosing and the ability to generate an income stream.”
In a nutshell, it is all well and good to have ownership of the
cross, which is at the heart of the town, but to use it well,
requires more cooperation. Less red tape around the
organising of events for instance!
HB

Local News - towns

A mountain or a molehill? by the editor
When doing council business it is important that the public
see that everything is above board. Inevitably when someone
lives in a community and represents it, there will be times
when they have a conflict of interest. Because the councillor
has some sort of interest in the item being discussed: it may
be close to his or her property; it may be an organisation they
are involved in. The code of conduct for councillors identifies
two types of interests – Personal Interests and Disclosable
Pecuniary Interests.
Disclosable Pecuniary Interests generally relate to a
Councillor’s financial affairs, both personal and business. It also
includes the financial matters of the Councillor’s spouse, or
civil partner.
Personal Interests include a range of matters including a
Councillor’s Council appointments, memberships of other
bodies including political parties and minor property rights.
However, where a ‘reasonable person’ might consider a
Councillor’s interest in a matter under discussion to be
greater than that of the majority of residents, it is likely to be
perceived to prejudice their judgment of the public interest.
That would be a Personal and Prejudicial Interest.
This can get complicated and cause confusion. It has now
caused something of a rumpus in the City of Wells. A planning
application was submitted where the applicant, Mr O'Hagan,
happens to be one of two directors of a company called The
Old Deanery Project C.I.C. (company number 12194099)*.
The other director, Adrian I’Anson, is an Independent
Councillor on Wells City Council and Chair of the Planning
Committee. Each is listed as having between 25% and 50% of
the voting rights of the company in documents filed at
Companies House.
Cllr I’Anson appears to have no interest in the specific
planning application that Mr O’Hagan brought to the council.
And the issue that caused the rumpus, is not: does he have a
conflict of interest. That much Cllr I’Anson acknowledged. He
declared he had a ‘non-pecuniary’ interest when the item
came before the Planning Committee on 18 June.
What happened next? When the Planning Committee meeting
of Wells City Council got under way Cllr I’Anson and three
other councillors all declared non-pecuniary interests in two
different applications. Now at this point, Dear Reader, I refer
you to the start of this article. The sharp-eyed among you will
have noticed that there is no such thing as a ‘non-pecuniary
interest'. You can have a Disclosable Pecuniary Interest, a
Personal Interest or a Personal and Prejudicial Interest. This is
not simply a matter of semantics.
Complicated business
For now the plot thickens faster than Bisto. For the first item,
the councillor who had declared a non-pecuniary interest, Cllr
Agabani left the room and did not take part in the debate or
vote. The next item was Mr O’Hagan’s application. Cllr
I’Anson who had also declared a non-pecuniary interest,
relinquished the Chair to Celia Wride. But, having
relinquished the Chair, he stayed in the meeting and voted on
the application. It all looks a bit messy. Not only had three
councillors declared an interest that does not technically exist,
but the treatment of that interest had been different between
the councillors.
The following week at the full meeting of Wells City Council
on 25 June, things got a bit heated. Cllr I’Anson read out a
statement about his declaration of interest, broadly suggesting
he believed he was right in his course of action. He also took
the opportunity to express “my regret and apology that I had
failed to declare my interest in the Community Interest Company.”
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On Your Bike in Bridgwater
Bridgwater Town Council (BTC) are really pleased that they
have been able to support On-Your-Bike (OYB) in bringing
their amazing project to Trinity Hall Bridgwater. Trinity Hall
had been unused, but is leased to BTC on a 100 year lease. So
it made sense to find a use for it. Cllr Leigh Redman
conducted a public engagement, saw the opportunity to bring
On Your Bike in and got council to agree reduced lease
agreement to support the project.
The On Your Bike mission is to recycle and sell bicycles at
affordable prices while building community cohesion to help
people help themselves by training and supporting individuals
in bike repair and maintenance, promoting health benefits,
training & employment and encouraging recycling.
The Trinity Hall building has been reopened with appropriate
safety measures in place and is now welcoming members of
the public. Come and take a look, buy one of their bikes or
book your own in for repairs and maintenance, OYB are
registered as part of the exciting new government ‘repair your
bike scheme’.
Cllr Redman told The Leveller®  “I worked hard with colleagues
on the town council to get this exciting project in to Bridgwater, the
opportunities for Bridgwater to get active is timely as we come out
of this pandemic, I would ask that people go take a look, there is a
bike for everyone and the ones OYB have are for any age and
experience”.
Do pop in for a visit or give them a call on 01278238210”
Bridgwater opening is:- Sunday and Monday – CLOSED,
Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday - 9.30am till 4.00pm,
Thursday - 1.00pm till 4.00pm, Saturday - 10.00am till 3.00pm

Local News - towns
Then, at the next Planning Committee meeting on 2 July, Cllr
Celia Wride and Cllr Rust refused to vote approval of the 18
June Planning Committee minutes “as they felt unhappy with the
process of the meeting.”
A formal complaint was made to the Monitoring Officer at
Mendip District Council (MDC). In response to questions
from The Leveller® MDC responded with the findings of the
Monitoring Officer as follows: “Following an assessment by the
Monitoring Officer Cllr I'Anson was found to have breached the
code of conduct as he had declared an interest that wasn't provided
for in Wells City Council's adopted code, it has been suggested that
all councillors receive updated training regarding the declaration of
interests to ensure future compliance.”
Which begs the question what declaration should he have
made? We went back to the Monitoring Officer and asked.
This was the response “Cllr I’Anson declared a ‘non-pecuniary’
interest at the meeting of the Wells City Council Planning
Committee held on the 18th June 2020, however no such interest is
defined in the relevant Code of Conduct. The Monitoring Officer
concluded that the correct declaration should have been a Personal
and Prejudicial Interest.” Had he given the correct declaration,
he would not have been able to stay in the meeting and vote
on the planning application. However Cllr I’Anson pointed out
that the complaint against him comprised five allegations and
that the other four were rejected.
In parting though it only seems fair to observe that if more
than one councillor struggles with the rules on declarations of
interest, perhaps that should be taken as evidence that the
rules are not clear enough?

* Cllr I’Anson asked us to point out that this company was
incorporated as a means of providing a cultural and community
centre for Wells, it is a not-for-profit company from which he will
gain no financial benefit.
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Work starts on Library and Parish
Rooms redesign

Building work is about to start on Street Library’s new home.
The Parish Council and The Friends of Street Library have
been working closely with Somerset County Council (SCC) to
design a new layout. Both floors of the new library area will be
accessible for community use and the ground floor will be
more open plan, with new furniture, more books and
computers. It will have a brighter feel and be specially
configured to better serve the people of Street. Current plans
will see the new facility reopening some time in November.
Assured library services
With the building work forging ahead, we are also pleased to
report that a new permanent Community Library Partnership
agreement to replace the previous temporary agreement has
now been signed between the Parish Council, SCC and The
Friends of Street Library. This means library provision in the
town will continue for the foreseeable future once the newly
refurbished Parish Rooms are ready. Meanwhile, look out for
news of the library bus visiting Street from sometime in
August. It brings a welcome certainty for the future of the
library in Street as Parish Council Chair Peter Goater explains
“I am pleased to finally redress some of the maintenance issues
and provide a much-improved space for the library and the council
to work in. I would also like to say a special thank you to Landsec
(the management company of Clarks Village) for their considerable
support during this process.”
Councillor David Hall, SCC’s Cabinet Member with
responsibility for Libraries is happy too: “The work will vastly
improve the facilities in Street and the service currently on offer,
along with the public’s experience of the library when it reopens. It
will be worth the wait!”  AP

Bishops Lydeard Brownie helps
feed Taunton families

A heartfelt letter asking a local co-operative to make a
Brownie's ‘dream come true' led to several crates of food
being donated to a nearby food bank. Eight year old Chloe
Moolman wrote to Southern Co-op to explain she was part of
Bishops Lydeard Brownies and working towards her charity
badge. She chose to support the Trussell Trust Food Bank in
Taunton as “the coronavirus has caused many people to lose their
jobs causing them not to be able to feed themselves or their
family”'. She explained she was “writing this letter to you to ask if
you are able to help make my dream of feeding people in need
come true”.
Yes we can!
Colleagues at The Co-operative Food stores in Cotford,
Taunton and Norton Fitzwarren were more than happy to get
involved and collected several crates of goods to donate.
Simon Clover, Area Manager for Southern Co-op noted "The
community spirit we have seen during the pandemic has been
really wonderful. So when we received the letter from Chloe, we
were delighted to be able to make her dream come true. We are
very aware of the increased need for help at the moment which is
why we have already donated more than £100,000 to charities
supporting people and organisations across the south."
Other local donations have included a hamper from colleagues
in Taunton's Wellington New Road store to the local NHS
Musgrove Hospital, a hamper from colleagues at Exmouth's
Brixington Parade store to the Cornerstone Church in
Cranbrook, and a hamper from colleagues in Cotford St Lukes
to the Conquest Centre.
HB

Fellow feelings at SW&T
You sometimes have to wonder what the point is. Life, the
universe and everything? Or just a Scrutiny Meeting for
Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T). Last month the
committee debated whether or not to sign a new charter.
Proposed by Executive Councillor for Community, Cllr Chris
Booth, the item being scrutinised was that a recommendation
be put to the Full Council to support the signing of the
Charter for Compassion. And that the Executive Councillor
for Community, Cllr Booth, be the signatory, on behalf of the
Council.
It didn’t go well. What was not to like? Quite a lot, as it turns
out. It didn’t help that the Charter for Compassion is a
movement created by Karen Armstrong, an American with a
strong Catholic religious background. Which led to a
discussion about to what extent this was a charter based on
religion, and if so should the council steer clear of an ethical
minefield.
But the unsurprising conclusion of most committee members,
was that actually being compassionate was a must to be a
councillor. In theory at least. And signing a charter would
arguably not move anything forward. In fact as on occasion the
law requires councillors to do things that are not as
compassionate as they would wish, it could actually become a
problem.
Too little compassion (or too much?)
As Labour Councillor Libby Lisgo put it “clearly this is an
honourable thing. Full stop. Anybody like us who stands to be an
elected rep has to sign up to this thing called the principles of public
life. And I don’t actually think the word compassion is in there. The
emotions attached to compassion are certainly in there. Those
people who signed up to the principles of public life are entirely
different to those people signed up to commercial organisations to
make a profit.”
Other voices were raised against the idea with LibDem
councillor Keith Wheatley offering “I am all in favour of
compassion but I have grave misgivings about this, once we’ve
signed this charter the council’s door is open to many other interest
groups who will come with their own good causes, saying you’ve
signed theirs, why not sign ours.”
It then transpired that across the UK just 15 councils at any
level have already signed the charter (bear in mind in
Somerset alone there are more than 300 councils from
parishes to county). This was beginning to look like a plan that
was on the back foot.
But, are councillors at SW&T compassionate? Arguably not.
Where was the compassion in forcing us to listen for more
than 50 minutes to come to an inevitable conclusion that this
charter should not be signed? Perhaps they need a charter
after all?  HB

Saxonvale still not right for Frome
When Mendip District Council (MDC) acquired the Saxonvale
site, they declared that they ‘were determined to invest in Frome’s
future’. But the latest plans put forward by MDC (on 11th June)
have attracted criticism from not only Frome Town Council
but also the Frome Civic Society. Members of the public are
not that impressed either. 215 have registered objections on
the MDC planning portal and no comments have been lodged
in support of the scheme.
It doesn’t help that all the dates on the planning portal for this
application have passed. I imagine the plans have not expired,
although the MDC portal suggests they have.
The Civic Society complain that far from Frome’s long awaited
town centre regeneration, the current plans are for a high-
density housing estate, dominated by 5-storey blocks of flats.
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More trees by the editor
The Friends of Yeovil Country Park have been awarded a
grant of £7,000 from the Postcode Local Trust.  The grant will
be used to increase the woodland at Wyndham Hill which lies
at the east end of Yeovil Country Park to the east of Newton
Road. The money should mean that 570 new trees can be
planted, covering a third of a hectare.
This is not the first tree planting project at Wyndham Hill. 25
trees were planted at the crown of the hill to celebrate the
Silver Jubilee of Queen Victoria. Mind you in those days the
area was called Victoria Hill. The name seems to have changed
at the end of the 19th century, apparently in memory of
Wyndham Harbin of the nearby Newton Surmaville estate.
The grant money will be used not just for the trees but to
provide a protective fence to keep out grazing cattle while the
trees are growing to maturity. The Leveller understands that a
variety of species have been chosen to reflect the existing
woodland and maintain biodiversity. Tree species will include
hazel, lime, wild cherry, Italian alder, oak, holly, sweet chestnut
and beech.
Yeovil Country Park ranger Kristy Davies sees this as a
community project ‘’We hope that the tree planting project at
Wyndham Hill will be a fantastic opportunity for the local
community to get involved in helping to reduce carbon levels in
South Somerset. Congratulations to Friends of Yeovil Country Park
on their successful application to the Postcode Local Trust.’’

Standing in the way of control
The warning from the National Association of Local Councils
(NALC)remains clear. The advice is as follows: Council
Meetings: NALC’s view is that it is worth highlighting that councils
should not be holding meetings in person and wherever possible
staff should work from home. If a council needs to “meet” for
example to approve the accounts and the AGAR (accounting
return every council must make each year) then this should be
done remotely.
So we were interested to learn that Merriott Parish Council
were planning to ignore it. A Parish Council meeting was
been called for Monday 3 August in the Community Pavilion.
The agenda has been published (but not on the council
website) and makes it clear that precautions have been taken:
The building will not be entered for three days prior and
following the meeting.
● All windows and doors will be left open.
● Medical face masks will be provided for all attendees.
● Full strength sanitiser will be provided on entry.
● Two metre distancing will be observed by all attendees.
● In short all normal precautions are being taken.

More general advice from Government remains that
gatherings of more than 6 people from more than 2
households should not take place. Merriott Parish Council
has 9 councillors which with a clerk and members of the
public will clearly exceed the 6 from 2 households rule.
So it is a brave decision to proceed with holding an “in
person” council meeting. But as far as we have been able to
ascertain – does not break the law.
Not everyone agrees with the decision though. Parish
Councillor Steve Ashton told us “It isn’t just a matter of

disagreeing with the decision or even the disregard for the
guidance but the hypocrisy argument: Advising only essential travel
and meetings (complaining volubly when ‘others’ break the rules)
and then convening one ourselves! – which I cannot stomach.”

Frome and District Civic Society is calling on Mendip to refuse
what is, in effect, its own application, on the grounds that it:
�� does not comply with the core policy for Frome or
the vision for Saxonvale set out in its own Local Plan;
�� fails to provide the town centre facilities and
employment opportunities set out in the Local Plan;
�� proposes unacceptable building heights, mass and
density that will harm Frome’s character and heritage;
�� has not convincingly resolved the projected traffic and
congestion problems of the present scheme.
The town council are not unduly impressed either. Most of
their concern is about the excess of housing. In their formal
response to MDC they note “there is still inadequate provision of
nonresidential space. Saxonvale is by far our best opportunity to
create more work opportunity in Frome town centre and thus begin
to address the problem of commuting out of town (and reduce car
use). The current proposals appear to be providing for greater
residential occupancy than commercial/nonresidential thus adding
to the problem of commuting instead of beginning to address it.”
But even the current plans for residential units are, in the
opinion of the town council, inadequate. They suggest “The
amended plans do not address our previous objection for the
provision of 30% affordable housing for the development. The
amount of affordable housing provision needs to be confirmed. Until
then our previous objection still stands.”
As we went to press there was no officer’s report or
recommendation but of course the ultimate decision will be
down to the district councillors who sit on the planning board.
Richard Swann, Chair of the Civic Society has a message for
them “I suggest that all Members take the time to read the huge
number of articulate, well-informed and passionate public objections
to this application on the planning website. Frome is overwhelmingly
rejecting this scheme.” AL
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As ever we will start this article with a declaration of interest.
The Leveller® supports and campaigns for a unitary council in
Somerset. That is one council that does everything with one
set of councillors, instead of the current system where we
have districts doing some things and county doing others. A
system under which many people are unclear as to whom to
hold to account for what.
That said, the truth – which will remain largely unspoken
beyond these pages – is that there is essentially one reason
why District Councils do not want a unitary council. And it is
this: adult social care. Adult social care is expensive – and
getting more expensive. There is no doubt it is a strain on
Somerset County Council (SCC). But it matters. The District
Council solution of a Gallic shrug and ‘not my problem’ will
not cut it. Someone within our local authorities will have to
deal with adult social care.
I know on occasion we sound like a stuck record, but it is an
important issue. I am prejudiced about this, having watched
my mother suffer for a decade with dementia before she
passed away in 2017. I want Somerset to have the best adult
care services; to provide care homes that are decent; to have
care workers who can afford to live here. I’d also like to have
homes built that nurses and junior NHS workers can afford
to live in too.
Redirecting resources
One of the benefits of a unitary council is that the savings
from the excessive amount of administration we already have
in local government, can be put towards adult social care.
And we need more money. Because not only is adult social
care a problem, it is a growing problem. The population of
over-65s in our county is already one of the highest as a
percentage of the total population in the country. And over
the past decade that percentage has continued to grow. And
it is going to get worse. One of the reasons it is getting
worse is, I suggest, because of the system of local
government we have in our county. The authorities that
agree planning applications, that get money from the
developers in the form of s106 claims, have no responsibility
for adult social care.
For two decades District Councils of all political persuasions

have built minimal amounts of social housing or affordable
housing. Instead, they have created vast estates of three- and
four-bedroom houses priced at upwards of nine times the
average Somerset salary right across the county. As a
consequence, these are houses bought by retirees. Somerset
is a beautiful place to live. Why would you not want to retire
here?
It is inevitable that, as we draw in more retirees because of
the housing we build, so our population ages. And it is
inevitable that as the population ages, the demands on adult
social care grow. The problem here is not that District
Councils don’t care about old people. They simply don’t think
about the consequences of the policies they implement. You
might find a throwaway comment in the background of a
Local Plan. But there is no understanding of the
consequences of the problem and a complete failure to
understand the strategic implications of the housing they are
permitting. They simply have no incentive to think about the
problem of funding and providing decent adult social care.
For our districts, adult social care is not their problem. And
they are right. But it is our problem. It is a problem for the
residents of Somerset. And, as we all know, it is a problem
for ever larger numbers of residents of Somerset.
All in one place
If we had a unitary authority, that authority would be
responsible both for planning AND for sorting out adult
social care. It would focus the mind. It would no longer be
able to look at adult social care as someone else’s problem. If
we are going to build houses, let us build for our own people.
Let us look for ways to fund the needs of young people who
need affordable homes and to finance decent care for older
residents in need.
They say turkeys don’t vote for Christmas. The District
Councils will twist every way they can to get out of changing
a system that suits them, their large number of councillors,
administrators, directors and bureaucrats. Of course getting
rid of this small army of cost duplication and waste means
more money can be put into services.
But the truth is much simpler and it is this. The best solutions
are not about cutting costs, they are about improving
services. But that means all the services we receive, not just
those taken from a select menu. If we do not tackle the
problem of adult social care head on, we will not be able to
grow old with dignity. If we fail to provide affordable housing
for nurses, key workers and those on low incomes, we will
lose our workforce to other parts of the country.
Today we have a system of vested interest, each political unit
fighting to protect its own patch. The debate on unitary is
starting to look like a turf war of the worst sort. Because
there is lots of finger pointing. This or that organisation failed
to do this or that. And it thrives on two raw ingredients:
1) The fact that the public are often confused as to
which council delivers which service.
2) Too often the split between councils means that
someone else is responsible for the consequences of their
actions.
This means that you can never hold a council or councillor to
account. There is way too much wriggle room.
I suggest to you that our future is better served with a
system of collective interest. One where there is a common
purpose. Where the organisation planning to build houses, is
the same organisation that has responsibility for our older
residents too. An organisation which is responsible for the
consequences of its own actions. An organisation you can
actually hold to account at the ballot box when it fails.
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As ever we will start this article with a declaration of interest.
The Leveller® supports and campaigns for a Unitary Council in
Somerset. That is one council that does everything with one
set of councillors, instead of the current system where we
have districts doing some things and county doing others. A
system under which many people are unclear as to whom to
hold to account for what.
That said, the truth – which will remain largely unspoken
beyond these pages – is that there is essentially one reason
why District Councils do not want a Unitary Council. And it is
this: adult social care. Adult social care is expensive – and
getting more expensive. There is no doubt it is a strain on
Somerset County Council (SCC). But it matters. The District
Council solution of a Gallic shrug and ‘not my problem’ will
not cut it. Someone within our local authorities will have to
deal with adult social care.
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The Left Page by Leigh Redman
When you read this, Somerset may have made a decision to
submit their business case for a Unitary Council. Indeed there
might be a letter from the Secretary of State inviting business
cases from all councils that are not yet Unitary. So our
Districts may have woken up to what is happening, more to
the point government may have published their long awaited &
recently renamed Devolution & Local Recovery white paper.
But to me the position is becoming clearer, clearer because
there is a national plan. Somerset are caught up in a
government plan, a plan that (I believe) originated in the lap of
Dominic Cummings, a dream to build the blue wall in every
area of the country. A future that sees one level of council all
over the Country, a term that will be called ‘A move to
Unitarisation’, one tier councils made up of Unitary and Mayoral
devolution, all under the banner of putting ‘local government on
a more sustainable financial and population footing’.
The unitary debate locally was a new one to me, I have tried to
engage, read and attend as many information sharing
opportunities about this debate as possible.
I have to admit the potential outcome of the business case and
this whole process is still puzzling to me, the detail contained in
the Somerset business case and the presentations have all been
reasonably clear, the problem I have is the ‘what if’s’… this
whole process appears to be full of them…
What if the Secretary of State makes changes to the business
case? What if he does not agree with the proposal? What if
our District Councils submit a different business case? As a
twin hatter (both a District and County Councillor) could I
support both business cases? What if the Secretary of State
does agree and sets parameters but the shadow executive
make their own changes? What will the boundaries be for each
division? What if councillors like me, those willing to engage
are not listened too?
And those are just the ones that spring to mind now and the
process still has a way to go. Depending who you listen to in
the first part of the debate, we could save or lose millions of
pounds by becoming unitary, this is a Somerset county
takeover, a position I feel that is wrong because the current
political calculation would see yellow Councillors having an
even amount of seats a new shadow executive and minority
parties, like mine, potentially locked out.
On a positive, I have to be honest, the fact that the current
business case says ‘that wherever possible decisions will be
taken at the local level’ is music to my ears. It is no secret that
I feel that SCC is too big, departments and even some teams
within departments are to insular. The local community
networks outlined in the business case sounds perfect, there is
a potential for One Somerset, a council to make the big
decisions and then the local networks to help guide the
implementation, local people helping to shape their
communities. But again, what if the local community networks
are dismissed, what if the boundaries are set against local
people, even if the sec state supports the business case who’s
to say we will get it all in the end?
I fully support the Somerset association of
local councils (SALC) 7 point proposal and
hope whatever happens we end up with
local councillors working with local people
to help make local decisions, if the body
above is made up of one or two Councils,
I hope we can make my community better.
My hope is that we can seek guarantees in
the paper to ensure every councillor is
involved in the formation of a new council,
if the decision goes that way?

Left Page, Right and Over !
There is only one subject in “town” this month. The decision
by Somerset County Council to propose the dissolving of all
the District and County councils in Somerset. Then to replace
them with a single new Unitary Authority.
The Leveller®’s views on this you will probably know by now!
And most District and Councillors are already approaching the
issue from entrenched positions.
So we felt we had to put it to our panel of political columnists
to see what they made of it. It is interesting that many have
shifted their positions on this subject. The LibDems
championed a Unitary Authority in 2009, today they are saying
they are totally against it. The Conservative District Council of
Sedgemoor take a different view to the Conservative County
Council. Nothing here can be taken for granted!

Left Page
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Right Page

The Right Page by David Warburton
Over the last few months, many people have spent time in
lockdown exploring new and rather esoteric hobbies – from
learning obscure languages to taking up basket weaving,
crochet or soap carving. But over the last few days, I’ve been
grappling with a subject that’s even more of a minority interest
– the structure of local government in Somerset.
The superb work of our local authorities in coping with the
current crisis serves to remind us just how critical they, and
the services they provide, really are. And as I’ve been leafing
through organograms, budget forecasts and restructuring
proposals, I’ve been keeping the efficient delivery of services
for the most vulnerable at the forefront of my mind.
No restructuring is an inherent good. Success or failure isn’t
measured with a slide-rule or on a spreadsheet but by the
potential benefit that will accrue to the people of Somerset.
Along with many of my parliamentary colleagues in the South
West, I do support the idea of a unitary authority in principle.
The efficiency savings would be considerable; it could lead to
better co-ordination of services and resources and it would
draw clear lines of accountability between the local authority
and the public.
But as the tottering pile of proposals and business cases on my
desk attest, this is a case where the details are critically
important. And in a constituency the size of Somerton and
Frome, sentiment is (understandably) shaped by geography.
Having lived on the Mendips and in Frome for many years, I
know that those in the north of the constituency look more
to Bath than Taunton for direction. And I know, too, that a
unitary authority based in Bath would be greeted with no
small suspicion by those in Isle Brewers or Martock.
Having spoken to Ministers, neighbouring MPs and local
council leaders over the last couple of weeks, I know that
there is, as yet, no unanimity as to the boundaries of a new
unitary authority for Somerset.
Ox hides
Carthage was founded through a spectacular piece of cunning.
Arriving in the realm of King Hiarbas, Dido requested as much
land as could be enclosed by a single ox’s hide. When her
request was airily granted, she cut it into thin strips and laid
them out in a circle. This enclosed an area large enough to
found a city and begin an empire. Though Somerset’s
ambitions are, for the moment, a little more modest, we’ll
require similar ingenuity to find a solution that works for
everyone.
Efficient and accountable
We need to ensure that a unitary authority improves
efficiency and accountability while ensuring the local
knowledge of District Councils is harnessed rather than lost.
It’s also imperative that the delivery of public services is better
co-ordinated while remaining sufficiently responsive to meet
the needs of those that
use them.
As discussions continue
and the gears of
decision-making
continue to grind, these
are the considerations
that will govern my
thinking. The idea of
political compromise has
been in eclipse for some
time – but it’s the only
thing that will make this
work.
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Over The Page by Gideon Amos
On Unitary – Keep It Local!

LibDem leader Jane Lock was absolutely right to ask, at the full
Somerset County Council meeting recently, for the public to
have the final say on the Conservative leadership’s bid to
abolish all District councils so that it can takeover. Until then
the priority should really be fighting the pandemic and the
economic fallout it has created.
However, since Somerset’s Conservatives have chosen the
last few months to launch this bid – at an upfront spend of
£16.5Million of local taxpayers’ money (in return for “future
savings”), the local response has to be heard now.
Many LibDems, including myself, are open in principle to the
idea of single tier of local government in the county, but want
something on a more local scale than the seventy mile wide
monolith the Conservatives are pushing – and we’re not sure
it isn’t the County Council that shouldn’t be abolished,
particularly since its own cuts have ensured it has precious
few services left to run.
Somerset West and Taunton Council (SWT) has just been
created from the merger of two others.  Conservative leaders
forced it through without cross party support, before
consultation promising the millions it cost would be recouped
afterwards in savings.
Their whole process was a catalogue of expensive disasters
culminating in the external auditors finding there was “little or
no control” over redundancies offered as costs spiralled to
£10Million and promised savings never materialised. In their
rush to force it through, the Conservatives even managed to
abolish both the Mayor and the historic Borough, a feat no
one else managed since its creation in the reign of King Ine!
(The mayor has since had to be recreated, for a smaller area,
through an archaic system of  “charter trustees”). When he
heard of the decision the Secretary of State reportedly
suggested they should perhaps consult the public. When this
happened only a tiny minority of the public then supported the
move. Most importantly of all £10M of taxpayer money had
been wasted. Unwanted, unpopular and expensive.
I hear Conservatives leaders saying it will be different this time
- experience suggests otherwise.
In my view SWT, with an area to place amongst the quartile of
biggest unitaries in England, should be allowed time to
establish itself and could readily take on functions of the
former County Council. As it already does in recycling and
refuse collection/disposal a shared service could work for
social care. It would also be more populous than a dozen
unitaries around the country that already exist!
Whatever finally emerges giving the public the final say, in the
kind of poll held in 2007 (the outcome of which was accepted
by all), is the only acceptable way forward.

However, none of this
should obscure the real
issues, like the failure of
government to address
the social care crisis,
the care services taken
away and the public
transport reduced.
LibDems would be
focusing on the funds
needed for these
services, not spending
£16Million shifting
around the furniture of
local government.

Over The Page!
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The big news last month was of a
£1.5bn rescue deal for the arts and
culture sector. Many of Somerset’s best
venues, whether the Brewhouse
Theatre, Taunton, The Cheese & Grain
in Frome, The Strode Theatre in
Street, The MacMillan Theatre in
Bridgwater, The Princess in Burnham
or the Westlands Centre in Yeovil, will
have been cheered by the
announcement.
Less cheery was the first distribution of
money via the Arts Council. Round 3 of
its Emergency Response Fund
distributed £33million to 196 National
Portfolio Organisations across England.
The idea behind these funding rounds
has been to “help those organisations that
needed financial support to stay afloat
until the end of September, because of the
impact of COVID-19.”
This was not a great result for
Somerset. In the first place with barely
8% of the funding, the South West got
the smallest chunk of the total. But, of
that £2,593,506, hardly any went to
Somerset arts organisations. Only one,
Tangle Ltd, an Afro Caribbean theatre
group based in South Somerset
received any funding at all. And that
was just £23,317. In other words,
Somerset got less than 1% of
the total for the SouthWest
which was already getting the
smallest slice of the pie. And
actually it is worse than that as,
on closer inspection, it turns
out that Tangle is not in fact
based in South Somerset at all
but at the Wyvern Theatre in
Swindon. Their given phone
number is also in Swindon. So
that’s a big fat zero for
Somerset and something of a

geography lesson needed for the Arts
Council.
Previous stats
So nothing from Round 3 but it would
be remiss of us (it was remiss of us)
not to report on Rounds 1 and 2 from
June. Then the Arts Council England
announced £64.8million had been
awarded to 7,484 individuals and 2,182
independent organisations through its
COVID-19 emergency response
package, thanks to the National Lottery
and the government.
In the South West, 1,174 grants were
awarded, totalling just under £8.5m. If
that sounds good, in Somerset we are
just looking at the £0.5m bit. Yes, just
under £500,000 of that money was
spent in Somerset (we’ve listed the
organisations below that have received
money). So it seems once again
Somerset has had a very poor return
from Government arts spending.
We’ve written in the past about the
raw deal our county has from Arts
Council funding. It is hard to escape the
conclusion that if local councils did
more for the arts, central government
would take that as a hint that we value
the arts. And then perhaps we might
see Somerset getting a larger slice of

the arts funding cake.
Here are the
organisations that
received money from
the COVID 19 response
package in Somerset. A
couple are even within
spitting distance of
Leveller® Towers. Our
apologies for not noting
the grants earlier…
Princess Theatre
£28,649 (SDC)

Burnham on Sea
Westonzoyland Steam Museum £5,334
(SDC)
OSR Project £6,822  (SSDC) Yeovil
Octagon Theatre £35,000 (SSDC) Yeovil
Both Barrels Theatre £6,400 (SSDC)
Queen Camel
Tongue Fu £21,025 (SSDC) Bruton
Pirates of the Carabine Circus £24,835
(SSDC) Kingsbury Episcopi
ACEarts £18,000 (SSDC) Somerton
Fuse Performance £27,733 (SSDC)
Langport
Reveal Productions £3,500 (SSDC) High
Ham
Renaissance One £14,750 (MDC) Shepton
Mallet
Theatre Uncut £22,353 (MDC) Shepton
Mallet
Rubbish Art Project £28,950 (MDC)
Shepton Mallet
Viv Gordan Company £30,790 (MDC)
Glastonbury
Wells Art Contemporary £5,300 (MDC)
Jackdaws Music Education £12,000 (MDC)
Mells
SW Federation of Art Galleries and
Museums £12,730 (MDC) Frome
ArtMusic £1,864 (MDC) Frome
Foreground Projects £32,000 (MDC)
Frome
OpenStoryTellers £15,000 (MDC) Frome
Somerset Partnership Arts Education
Project £34,437 (SW&T) Cheddon
Fitzpaine
Creative Innovation Centre £32,970
(SW&T) Taunton
Taunton Theatre Association £34,551
(SW&T) Taunton Brewhouse
We can only hope that when the £1.5bn
fund is divvied up Somerset arts venues
and organisations get a fair share of that
very much larger pie.  HB

Princess Theatre:
some funding but

more would helpp

Inspired by the difficulties thrown up by
the pandemic, a new initiative,
Crewkerne Community Kitchen
(CCK), started up in the town last
month. It aims to play on the over-
generosity of supermarket sell-by dates.
The group will take in donations of
food from local supermarkets. The
food is good, edible produce, which
due to the way sell-by dates are
regulated, the supermarkets can no
longer sell. The whole transaction is
made possible by the national food
charity FareShare, which arranges for
supermarkets to pass on food they can
no longer sell to local organisations to
distribute. CCK will offer people who
need it the chance to pick up a bag of

free food from 10.30am to midday on
Thursday mornings at Bar 5 in Market
Street Crewkerne. Bar 5 kindly agreed
to host the distribution.
Reducing food waste
CCK has been set up by local residents
Kate and Michael Fox who told us “This
is a bit of an experiment for us. We will
have to see what’s donated, but we think
there are lots of people who would find
this food useful, and enjoy making use of
food that would otherwise get thrown
away.” We should stress that this is not
a traditional foodbank. While the
initiative hopes to help the needy, it is
also about eliminating food waste too.
Michael Fox told us “It will be for anyone
who turns up, we will not be asking about

benefits or anything. The idea is to get the
food used, but of course we also hope that it
will reach the people who do need it. We
hope that in time it will sort itself out, and the
right people will be turning up in the right
numbers to get it used up. I have the local pig
farmer on standby to take anything we don’t
distribute! The piggies will also be getting the
excess numbers of doughnuts we’ve been
warned we may well get…”
But they would like to take this further
and set up a food distribution network to
reach those who, for whatever reason,
might not be able to get into the town to
pick up their bag of food. If you’re
interested in helping out with the
distribution, you can get in touch with
them through their Facebook page. AL

Community Kitchen

Somerset News

Emergency Arts Funding Bypasses Somerset
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Continued from p1
Alex Parmley is the Chief Executive we are referring to. He
has led the transformation of South Somerset District
Council (SSDC) personally, along with consultants Ignite. The
total cost of the project, £4.7m was reported to the February
2016 Full Council meeting. The costs were set out on p197
of the reports pack and were stated to be £4.7m, split
between capital costs of £1.3m and revenue costs of £3.4m.
The transformation programme went so well that the original
cost budget had to be supplemented by £495,000 in 2019/20
and £240,000 more in 2020/21. In other words it has already
cost at least 15% more than it should have.
It is only a few months since SSDC stopped having
‘Transformation’ as a regular item on their meeting agendas.
This was because the transformation process was supposedly
complete. But it is not complete. The planning department is
already failing. And that is not my verdict.
SSDC commissioned a report from The Three Dragons and
Bespoke Consultancy. The report includes the following
observations which we have quoted verbatim:
“In order to make a significant difference to housing delivery the
Council needs to recognise that it has a deficit of staff with
appropriate skills as well as capacity in key areas to make a step
change in pace and outcomes.”
“SSDC (is) not currently staffed to undertake interventions in the
housing market (staff numbers and expertise). Staffing up would
require significant expenditure on salaries (potentially at CEO
levels) as well as investment capital.”
“Applicants have stated that the officer resources are insufficient
to deal with applications quickly and in some cases, effectively.
Officers are generally regarded as realistic and flexible, but tight on
resources – and seen as overly reliant on agency staff.”
How can that be possible? At the end of an expensive
transformation programme, they appear to have the wrong
staff in the wrong place for planning and development.
Fox Hunted
If that was not bad enough, there has now been an exodus
from a planning team that was already “overly reliant on agency
staff.” On 13 July Simon Fox, the Lead Specialist for planning
at SSDC tendered his resignation. Mr Fox joined SSDC in
2002 and worked his way through the ranks. He has been, in
order, Planning Assistant, Planning Officer, Team Leader and
most recently Lead Specialist. While he has overseen some
controversial planning decisions, his reputation among staff at
the council has always been for scrupulous honesty. No
reasons have been given for Mr Fox’s resignation.
The Leveller® also understands that at least three other senior
members of the planning team have handed in their
resignations since the Executive adopted the The Three
Dragons and Bespoke Consultancy report. That report will,
of course, have cost even more council tax money on top of
the money already spent with Ignite.

United in condemnation
We already know that the villages across South Somerset
that have been flooded with new housing are fed up with
planning issues and a process that doesn’t work for them.
Whilst there has been a lack of new housing in Yeovil and
Chard, according to SSDC’s own figures, villages (they call
them rural settlements) have had more than 800 extra
houses built beyond the local plan target of 2,200. Mudford
Parish Council were so fed up that last year they “unanimously
agreed to record a vote of no confidence in District Councillor Paul
Rowsell to the leader of SSDC and the Chairmen of the Area East
& Regulation Committees on which he voted.” In Martock, Ashill,
Bruton and Ilminster there has been plenty of ill feeling over
major planning issues.
But if the residents are unhappy, the planning agents trying to
get new houses built are just as fed up. The Leveller® has seen
correspondence from planning agents to SSDC members that
make two things clear:
�� Everyone thinks the planning team is failing
�� The SSDC cabinet knows that
Among other points made, in very unambiguous terms is this
“The disdain with which I as a long-standing Agent of over 30
years dealing with SSDC have been treated over the last 18
months by senior SSDC Officers is quite unbelievable. Quite frankly
I now consider SSDC Planning, who were once the most efficient
proactive team with whom I dealt (amongst many Authorities) to
now be the worst.” There is other correspondence noting that
staff in the planning team were overworked before the
resignations. And for the record, many of the comments
relate to the period before the COVID 19 pandemic.
In short, the transformation of the planning department, a
major bit of the transformation programme for which he has
been put forward for an award, now needs even more
expensive transformation. It is however to Mr Parmley’s
credit that the transformation of the planning team has
resulted in a unique achievement. It is rare indeed to see
both residents who object to developments and planning
agents who work for them, coming together in unanimous
condemnation of SSDC. All seem to agree that it is not
delivering planning for the people of South Somerset.
Of course it is not Mr Parmley’s fault that he has been
nominated for an award. He did not ask for it. He is
described by Council Leader, Val Keitch, as a modest man.
Nevertheless it is hard to escape the conclusion that at SSDC
the only thing to emerge from the transformation
programme is monumental hubris.

They said:
As always, we asked SSDC for a comment on our article. This
is what they had to say:
The article has been written at a politically sensitive time seemingly
to undermine confidence in an authority which is doing so much to
serve its communities and improve life for its residents.
The Transformation project has achieved an incredible number of
benefits for residents – which the author has selectively chosen to
ignore – alongside savings to protect services and where there is
still work to be done, we are addressing it in depth and with speed
based on the feedback we receive.
The article also confuses costs with savings, is confused about the
purpose of the Three Dragons report, and does not mention that
the performance of the planning team is within all nationally
recognised Government standards.
We will continue to provide open, transparent and detailed reports
alongside news about what is actually being achieved at the council
through our website, social media and committees, including our
commercial investments such as the Energy Storage facility.
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Doing the Job Properly
The impact of transformation programmes is not always what
it could be. On the page opposite you will see an article on
the planning chaos that has emerged in the wake of a
transformation programme in South Somerset. This is not an
isolated case, as Somerset West and Taunton (SW&T), the
Council that emerged from the merger between Taunton
Deane Borough Council and West Somerset District Council
can testify.
We have been accused of writing articles that are politically
motivated. Nothing could be further from the truth. We are
here to hold local authority and those in authority, to
account. It is a simple fact that some are more thin skinned
than others when they are held up to scrutiny. Readers can
judge (and will judge, I trust) our output, but we have to
answer for our motivation.
So for the benefit of anyone who believes these articles are to
make a political point, I should point out that both SSDC and
SW&T are LibDem councils. Both have failing planning teams
and yet each has taken a very different approach to handling
the crisis.
There are two approaches a council can take when
confronted with a department falling apart. You can deny
there are any problems and tell the world everything is rosy
and impugn the motives of anyone and everyone who offers
criticism. Or you can confront the issue, accept it and deal
with it in a constructive fashion.
When the new LibDem administration took over at SW&T
following the first elections to the merged council, there was
chaos in the planning team. We approached Cllr Mike Rigby
Executive Member for Planning for a comment on the current
state of play. He could have told us we were mounting a
politically motivated attack on SW&T, but that is not his style.
Instead he answered our questions.
What were the issues, re staff numbers and staff quality?
MR: Somerset West and Taunton Council was formed on 1 April
2019. At the same time, the Council was going through a
transformation process that focused on whole organisational
change with a completely new operating model changing the way
services are delivered. During this process, the unsatisfactory results
of which have been widely publicised, a number of staff particularly
those in senior positions, took the voluntary redundancy option that
was offered to all staff leaving little control over resource retention.
To ensure continuity of service, agency workers were employed at
this time.
What has SW&T done to fix the problem?
MR: Planning has always been a key priority area for the CEO,
James Hassett, and the recruitment of this team was fully
supported. A recruitment exercise took place which saw eight
planning officers employed along with a Conservation Officer and a
Landscape and Green Infrastructure Specialist.
Agency support was retained until the new permanent officers had
started and settled into the team. The district was subsequently
divided into three teams so that the parish councils would know
which planning officer to contact for any planning queries in their
area.
Accepting that this is a journey, when do SW&T believe they
will be where they want to be with a fully functioning
department again?
MR: A key element of our improvement journey has been to return
the department to stand-alone status under a new director and
assistant director, and it is now fully functioning. We are committed
to continuous improvement and our next steps to further improve
our customer service will include a review of the technology we use.
That seemed to us to be an entirely reasonable answer to a
straightforward set of questions



Fairtrade Fysh
Speaking in his constituency last month Marcus Fysh was full of
praise for the Fairtrade movement. No doubt relieved to get
away from the spotlight that has been firmly on his inaccurate
accounts filings and undeclared directorships, he had plenty to
offer. It also gave him the opportunity to justify his stance on
the Agriculture Bill where, as we reported last month, he
voted against an amendment supported by the National
Farmers Union (NFU).
Mr Fysh whose constituency includes Ilminster notes “Fairtrade
is a great organisation and a way of helping developing countries
which we should all support. Part of my job now is with the Board
of Trade and looking at promoting our wonderful produce overseas
but I am really passionate about fairness in our trading
arrangements and it’s really good that so many of our businesses in
Ilminster are supporting Fairtrade.”
As to his vote on the Agriculture Bill, this, he suggested was
connected to the same issue “I voted in part against the NFU
amendment to the Agriculture Bill because it would have voided our
preferential access arrangements for developing countries to sell
their products in the UK, as well as all our other continuity trade
agreements.”
HB

Is your vote worth less?
When you are on the wrong side or if you vote for one of the
smaller parties, you may occasionally think your vote is
worthless. But the individual vote of all voters in Somerset is
arguably worth less than in other parts of the country.
There are 73,181 people registered to vote in an average
parliamentary constituency in the UK. The figures, provided by
the House of Commons Library last month, were taken at the
time of the 2019 General Election. However, that average
hides big differences between constituencies. The smallest
constituency, Na h-Eileanan An Iar (Gaelic for the Western
Isles), had 21,106 voters, while the biggest, Isle of Wight, had
113,021. That’s a fair old range. And some might feel one that
showcases the iniquities of our first past the post voting
system. However it is not a coincidence that both
constituencies are islands. We tend instinctively to look at
islands as distinct entities. Na h-Eileanan An Iar is clearly just
such a distinct island group that could not easily be
amalgamated with part of a mainland constituency without
compromising the unique character of the constituency. But
does that make it fair?
Size matters
In the case of the Isle of Wight, it is a case of having one
constituency which is too big, or two constituencies that
would be too small. For now the former is considered the
lesser of two evils.
Na h-Eileanan An Iar is usually a straight two-horse race
between Labour and the SNP. However it is amusing to note
that the votes cast for the winning candidate are usually
between a third and a quarter of the votes cast for a winning
candidate in Somerset.
Which brings us neatly to our own parliamentary boundaries.
Compared to the average constituency size of 73,181, there is
no doubt that Somerset MPs have to convince more voters to
get elected.
Yeovil 82,468 (compares to 82,314 in 2010)
Wells 81,898 (compares to 79,432 in 2010)
Taunton Deane 88,696 (compares to 82,507 in 2010)
Somerton & Frome 85,866 (compares to 81,548 in 2010)
Bridgwater & West Somerset 85,327 (compares to 82,180 in
2010)
As the House of Commons Library points out the number of
people on the electoral registers varies year by year as people
move, die and come of age.
Even so it is interesting that all the Somerset constituencies
have significantly more votes than the UK average. Even the
smallest constituency, Wells, has 8,717 more voters than the
average. You might argue that to some extent or other our
votes are worth less because it takes so many thousand more
to return a Somerset MP.
Does this
work? Not in
any scientific
way. In
extremis all we
can observe,
somewhat
spuriously, is
that if the
15,515 extra
voters in
Taunton Deane constituency were all Conservative voters,
then reorganising the constituency down to the national
average would theoretically cost Rebecca Pow, the sitting MP
with a majority of 11,700, her seat. However I rather fancy
that for now Ms Pow can sleep easy in her bed.

Mendip will push Green Homes
A proposal that Mendip District Council will promote and
advise residents on how to successfully apply for the Green
Homes Grant Scheme, has been passed. The proposal made
by Green Party councillor Michael Gay, of Postlebury Ward
(which covers the villages south-west of Frome), was
approved with cross-party support.
Aimed at providing householders and landlords with
substantial grants to get much needed green improvements
such as loft and floor insulation, double or triple-glazed
windows and energy-efficient doors, the Government has said
the scheme will start in September, so there is arguably no
time to lose.
Cllr. Gay told The Leveller® “Winter is coming! If you are
worried about draughty cold rooms and heating bills, get the
Government to pay a decent sum towards an improvement. If you
rent, ask your landlord to apply. People with the least money may
qualify for a grant of up to £10,000 and pay nothing. I’m
concerned the Government haven’t explained exactly how it will
work, but have said the scheme will only last six months.”
With £2bn in the fund, Mendip are hoping to get as much of a
share as possible. This will be one way they can make big
strides towards meeting their carbon targets. Something that
other Somerset councils might want to take note of.

Somerset News
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When the various councils of Somerset
declared a climate emergency, the
word emergency seemed to have
meaning. For some of us it conjures up
an image of blue lights flashing, sirens
wailing and vehicles speeding, to the
source of the emergency. In the world
of local government it may seem as if
talk is cheap but action often looks so
totally beyond the resources available,
as to be almost comical. Policy such as
it is appears to be akin to King Cnut
sitting on the beach commanding the
waves of climate change not to wet his
feet.
To date the Somerset response to
climate change has been to involve a
degree of democratic engagement that
is sadly lacking when councils want to
actually get on with their own agenda.
Talking shops have sprung up all over
the place. Plans, strategies,
consultations, meetings, resilience plans
oh yes, and planting trees.
We at The Leveller® have nothing
against planting trees. The way the ash
population of the county is being
decimated, there is an urgent necessity
to plant more trees. However, as far as
we have been able to understand it, the
climate emergency needs something
more to fix it than planting a few trees.
A cynical person might conclude that
the sudden flurry of actual action had
been prompted by the launch of
Somerset County Council’s One
Somerset plans for a Unitary Authority.
Happily there’s no one at Leveller®
Towers with a cynical bone in their
body.
Even so we are pleased to report that
suddenly district councils that have sat
on their hands for years are keen to
show themselves leading from the
front. Last month finally saw some real
movement on the sort of thing that, if it
were done at scale, could make a real
difference. Of course right now it is not
being done at scale but you have to
start somewhere.
Up to 50
Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T)
approved funding to build the first
zero-carbon affordable homes in the
district. SW&T aim to build up to 50

zero-carbon homes over a number of
sites. This sounds like a great idea. We
are told that they will be “highly
insulated and include onsite renewable
heat and energy which will make them
very economic for tenants to run.” We
understand that these will be built as
council houses and some will be used
for limited periods of time as show
houses to promote zero-carbon living.
It was also interesting to see that
SW&T intends to link with Taunton
and Bridgwater College to promote
zero-carbon building and support the
council with data collection and
analysis. We asked what exactly “up to
50” meant and were told “The council
has approved a budget to support the
development of 50 homes over seven sites
all in SWT ownership. Site capacity studies
are underway to establish the number and
best orientation of the homes on each
site.”
Again on the plus side the new carbon-
neutral houses will be council houses
let at affordable rent levels set between
60% and 80% of the market rate. And
we understand the new homes will all
be completed by 2022.
So far so good. Until you take stock of
the fact that SW&T has committed to
being carbon neutral by 2030. That
gives just eight years to fundamentally
transform the housing stock of the
council. Time is running short to be
dipping a tentative toe in the water.
Cllr Fran Smith Executive Member for
Housing tells us “This approach adopted
by the Council is very ambitious reflecting
our commitment to create new sustainable
developments with a mix of modern,
energy efficient homes.” Oh yeah? Then
let us be the first to say this. It looks far
from ambitious, almost inert when
compared to the carbon neutrality goal
the council has set itself.
Sedgemoor too
But SW&T are not the only Somerset
council dipping a toe at the water’s
edge. Sedgemoor District Council has
agreed to buy six brand new, carbon-
neutral affordable homes on a mixed
ownership scheme in Tuckerton Lane,
North Newton. Council officers
worked with North Newton Housing

Steering Group to
design the scheme to
address specific local
housing needs as well
as being affordable
homes. These homes
will be the first
carbon-neutral council

homes built in Sedgemoor.
The six properties will be built at a cost
of up to £950,000. The degree to
which our councils appear not to
understand the scale of the climate
emergency task is illustrated helpfully
by a second announcement made on
the same day.
We are told that Sedgemoor District
Council will build 20 affordable-rented
homes in All Saints Terrace in
Bridgwater. These new homes will
regenerate a brownfield parcel of land
and will provide much needed
affordable housing during a period of
high housing demand. Affordable homes
are also desperately needed. But these
20 homes will not be carbon neutral.
So 26 homes built, six carbon neutral
and 20 not. Yes for those on low
incomes in desperate need of housing
this is not to be sniffed at. But why did
Sedgemoor not invest more in making
all 26 carbon neutral?
Sedgemoor state that the six homes
“will support the council’s climate change
ambitions and is hoped will be the fore-
runner of many more affordable carbon-
neutral homes.” The goal, let me repeat,
is to be carbon neutral by 2030. The six
houses in this project will be completed
by 2023. We understand that a further
six carbon neutral properties are
planned to be built by SDC for sale on
the open market.
It may sound ungrateful but surely
someone has to point out that this is
woefully inadequate, welcome as it is
that some sort of action is finally
happening. At this rate of progress,
Sedgemoor and SW&T (so about half
of Somerset) will have achieved around
200 carbon-neutral homes by 2030. Is
that the sound of laughter? Is this a
nightmare or just a bad joke?
Postscript
Meanwhile, over in Mendip they are still
at the talking stage. Last month they
announced that they would start
building council houses for the first
time in 20 years. Good news for
affordable housing. Leader of Mendip
District Council, Cllr Ros Wyke, said:
“I feel this is something to really celebrate
here. Mendip is moving forward on social
housing provision after a 20-year gap, and
we promise to deliver, to meet the urgent
need.” And that is indeed good news.
However as The Leveller® has pointed
out previously, when challenged by a
Green Councillor to build new houses
to carbon-neutral (Passivhaus)
standards, the council rejected the idea
out of hand.

Somerset News
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You remember the days when
newspapers were embedded in the
communities they served? Local
newspapers were run by local people.
Then they consolidated. The County
Gazette is owned by Gannett, a large
US conglomerate based in Virginia. The
Western Gazette by Reach plc in
London. Then, after consolidation, a
steady reduction in local input follows.
In the last decade The Chard and
Ilminster closed its offices in Ilminster
and Chard. The Bath Chronicle, Frome
Standard, Wells Journal and Central
Somerset Gazette were all moved to
Yeovil.
Bauer Media is now going down a
similar route. In 2019 it acquired a
whole host of radio stations. And over
the summer Lincs FM, Celador Radio,
UKRD and Wireless local stations, will
join the Hits Radio Brand Network
which comprises:
Hits Radio – delivering a music
proposition which is a soundtrack of
the biggest hits and nostalgic throwback
tracks and local breakfast shows.
Greatest Hits Radio – offering classic
hits from the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s
alongside regional drive time and
networked breakfast shows.
Country Hits Radio – playing the very
best country pop music.
Among 40 radio stations bought by
Bauer that will be rebranded as
Greatest Hits Radio are:
The Breeze (Warminster)
The Breeze (Weston super Mare)

The Breeze (Yeovil)
Watchdog observations
The advantage for radio owners as for
newspaper owners, is that with a
consolidated brand, you can sell your
combined audience to large brand
advertisers. And of course as local
content is expensive, the local content
is likely to be progressively eroded in
favour of a more regionalised approach.
The role of the watchdogs in all of this
is interesting. Initially The Competition
and Markets Authority investigated the
Bauer takeover of Lincs FM Group,
Celador Radio, UKRD and the
Wireless local division last year. Initially
the deal was allowed to proceed as
long as Bauer agreed to restrict the
changes to the stations it acquired.
Then in April this year, that
requirement was lifted.
OFCOM too had a look at Bauer’s
takeover of Breeze radio stations. But
only in terms of the geographical
definition of ‘south west’ for the
regionalisation of content! OFCOM has
nothing to say on whether content
should be regionalised. It appears to
have been generally accepted that
‘local’ content can now be produced on
a regional basis. In other words, the
individual radio stations will find the
content is starting to be produced
further and further away from the local
areas they were set up to serve.
Local content cuts
Reach plc recently announced
redundancies saying “it would centralise

its editorial operations, bringing together
national and regional teams across print and
digital to remove duplication.” That sounds
like shorthand for reducing local content
still further to save on editorial costs.
Now we hear the same tune from Bauer
“These changes do unfortunately mean that
some roles will be put into consultation and
freelance contracts reviewed.” The question
it begs is this. When you tune into your
‘local’ radio station, where exactly is it
coming from? Yeovil? Bristol? London?
When The Breeze was still The Breeze,
we all knew the answer to that.
Dee Ford CBE, Group Managing Director
Radio, Bauer Radio, attempted to reassure
listeners with some top rate management
speak: “Expanding the Hits Radio Brand
Network will ensure listeners to these
acquired stations benefit from multi-platform
digital distribution meaning they can continue
to broadcast in an increasingly competitive,
digital and voice-activated world. This ensures
the provision of local news and information,
traffic and travel as well as access for
advertisers to highly valued audiences.”
The Guardian expressed it in something
that had a closer proximity to the English
language “the industry-wide move towards
consolidating local stations into de facto
national outlets has been under way for years.
The approach was pioneered by Bauer’s rival
Global, which turned Capital and Heart into
national brands by buying up regional stations
and slowly reducing the amount of local
content.” Somerset listeners to Heart FM
will be able to vouch for that.

More Electric vehicle car chargers
In March this year, South
Somerset District Council (SSDC)
installed three rapid, direct
current (DC) Electric Vehicle (EV)
charging points in car parks in
Wincanton, Ilchester and
Ilminster. The new charge points
were paid for by a £90,000 grant
from Public Highways England.
Now, SSDC wants to expand the
network further. The initial plan is
to have charging points at around
17 SSDC car park locations with
two 22kW connectors at each, aiming to be completed by
December 2021.
Charging ahead
This should be good news – indeed it is good news. Our
District Councils have all declared climate emergencies. Since
then they have moved at a snail’s pace to do something to
address the problem.
But the new chargers are not without their own problems.
Last year The Leveller® wrote about the way in which the
proliferation of chargers had been hampered by the fact that

there were loads of different plug-in
connections. This means that not all
cars can use all charging points as
they’ll often have the wrong
connections.
Price difference
Several people have noted that the
new SSDC chargers were provided
by SWARCO. They are unique to
Somerset and, according to their
website, there are only two others in
Southern England.
People trying to use the new chargers

have told us that in order to use SWARCO chargers you
have to download their app and agree to a direct debit from
your bank account. Unlike other charge points there does
not seem to be an ability to pay with a credit or debit card.
One resident told us the new machines were charging
36p/kWh. This is double the price of the BP Polar charger in
Chard. It seems a bit mean to criticise a welcome increase in
EV charge points but this feels like an opportunity missed.
We asked SSDC for a comment on this article but they declined
our offer.

Somerset News
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With the COVID-19 pandemic finally showing some signs of
dampening down, The Leveller® took a look at the death rates
across Somerset. For much of the past two months Somerset
County Council (SCC) have been gathering data on the
outbreak. This is not the same as NHS data that looks at
deaths and cases primarily recorded in hospitals. And data for
the SCC area excludes Bath & North East Somerset and
North Somerset.
What SCC have done is prepared statistics for deaths based
on the address where the deceased person was registered.

This has thrown up some interesting disparities even within
Somerset. The death rates (total deaths recorded due to
COVID-19 to 29 July) were as follows:
What is clear is that Sedgemoor District has endured a
significantly higher death rate than the rest of the county.
Why should this be?
For the present time, perhaps understandably, no-one is
terribly interested in answering that question. When we
approached Sedgemoor District Council, they told us they
had no specific observations and only relied on Public Health

England (PHE) figures. Although,
interestingly, the breakdown of figures
issued by SCC relies in part on PHE data.
Guessing is not good enough
The obvious observation to make is that
Bridgwater contains some of the more
deprived areas of the county. But not all. In
fact one of the most deprived wards is St
Benedict’s in Glastonbury in Mendip. And
Mendip has the lowest mortality rate from
COVID-19 in Somerset.
But that’s no more than a guess on our
part. When a little more time has passed,
public authorities in Somerset need to take
a long hard look at these figures and isolate
the factors that gave rise to such a large
discrepancy. “Don’t know guv” will simply
not cut it when it comes to explaining such
a significant discrepancy within our county.
Residents in Bridgwater in particular, and
Somerset in general, deserve to be told. HB
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It was not a level playing field
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Regular readers will be aware that the
councils of Somerset do not follow the
advice of the National Audit Office.
They like to ensure that the chair of
the audit committee is not
independent, but a member of the
ruling party. Even then things do not
always work out. At Somerset West &
Taunton (SW&T), Cllr Sue Buller chose
not to stand for re-election after just
one year in the role of Chair of the
Audit Committee. This is a shame as,
being a former partner from a major
accountancy firm, she was in the
unusual position of bringing
professional expertise to an elected
member’s position.
Last month at the full council meeting
of SW&T the annual reports of the
various committees gave us some clues.
Despite having spent millions of pounds
with consultancy Ignite on a merger
and reorganisation, the council seems
to be out of control in some areas. Or,
to be more precise, hasn’t got effective
controls. In her final annual report to
council Sue Buller notes some shocking
details. The most alarming is payroll
where controls were so lax that one
officer continued to be paid for three
months after he had left. Not so
surprising when the internal auditors
noted that there was no clear
segregation of duties for officers
processing starters, leavers and
changes. Why is segregation important?
Well, you wouldn’t want just one
person being able to authorise a pay
rise for instance? Otherwise they
would be free to authorise their own
pay rises and those of their friends. So

it is common practice to have these
things signed off so at least two people
get to check and authorise every
transaction. But new people joining the
payroll team appear to have no place to
go to in order to check the right way
to do things. Essentially because the
auditors conclude there are “no written
procedures for payroll tasks.”
Worse still, some of these weaknesses
had been noted during previous
internal audit work and not actioned.
And worst of all? With serious
weaknesses in the most sensitive part
of the organisation identified in March,
management have agreed to get it fixed
by September. Somehow to these eyes
six months does not seem to reflect
the right degree of urgency.
Councils are always telling us how
short of funds they are and how there
is not enough coming in from central
government. But at SW&T some of
their problems are clearly self inflicted.
This is because of other control failures
in their billing system  for invoicing
other people for work done by the
council.
Poor credit control
In one area of council business, the
auditors noted that only 60 invoices
were raised for a total of just under
£100,000 in 2019/20. The year before
had seen nearly 1,000 invoices raised
for £1.363m!
Most businesses expect their invoices
to be paid within 30 days. That is a
standard. True enough some payers can
take longer; but 60 days would be a
worry. But at SW&T the auditors
found that some debts that had still not

been paid went back to 2009. And of
the total number of invoices still not
paid, 4.5% of them were over 90 days
old. That was a total of £1.75m of
unpaid invoices over 90 days old. One
possible reason for this sorry state of
affairs is that senior managers are
apparently only given details of the top
30 (by value) overdue debts and smaller
unpaid invoices simply go unnoticed
and uncollected.
These are just two major areas of
weakness in the way SW&T run
themselves; there were several others
noted by the auditors. But this does
not paint a rosy picture of an
organisation working as a well oiled and
slick piece of machinery.
In response to The Leveller® article,
Councillor Ross Henley, Executive
Member for Corporate Resources at
SW&T, explained “I welcome the fact
that the Chair of the Audit Governance
and Standards Committee has provided
her annual report to Full Council, in line
with good governance guidance. The report
reflects on matters brought to the
attention of the Committee throughout last
year. The majority of the issues highlighted
were temporary in the first half of the
year, during the peak of disruption and
change at the Council following the flawed
transformation programme embarked on
by the previous Taunton Deane Borough
and West Somerset councils. These have
since been addressed and a continuing
programme of improvements is now in
place, although we are mindful of the new
challenges faced as a result of the COVID-
19 crisis.”
AL

A recently published study by Network Rail has given hope
for long awaited improvements to the Salisbury to Exeter
section of the West of England railway line. That includes
stations at Crewkerne, Yeovil Junction,
Sherborne and Templecombe.
The report commissioned by Network Rail
has identified a number of upgrades which
would dramatically improve the line. Not
only allowing more trains to use it but also
enabling better timetabling to co-ordinate
traffic from the various points along the line
and the lines that branch off it.
The Continuous Modular Strategic Planning
(CMSP) study is not a page turner and
won’t be nominated for the Booker Prize
any time soon. It does however recommend
a number of technical improvements such as
additional passing loops to improve
timekeeping, journey times and allow more
trains to run. The study also highlights the
importance of decarbonisation which could

lead to electrification of this diesel operated route and the
provision of some new rolling stock.
The Salisbury to Exeter Rail User Group, was asked to

contribute to the study alongside Travel
Watch Southwest – both organisations
representing the passenger interests. Nick
Hurrell of SERUG says “We were delighted
to be asked to contribute to this important
study.
This line suffers from abominable time
keeping, due to the lengthy sections of single
track and unreliable 30 year old trains.
Between September and November 2019,
there were only 9 days when services ran
on-time. Effectively, this means that on any
given day, there was a 90% chance that some
services would be delayed” The study now
needs to progress through the Department
for Transport and Government for approval.
The report can be viewed in full on SERUG’s
website www.serug.co.uk

More and better trains? by Ancient Pistol
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Mental Health to help businesses
in Covid Crisis

One in six people in the workplace will suffer from poor
mental health every year, according to NHS England. The
COVID 19 Crisis has only increased the need to help those hit
by stress, anxiety or depression.
“The current situation will not go away overnight and we need
to focus on the longer-term rather than short-term crisis
responses,” says Jess Mckeith, External Training Co-ordinator
at Mind in Somerset (MiS).
With that thought Mind In Somerset’s’ training team have
tailored learning programmes to make them accessible form
home.
MiS want to get the message out to all managers, HR and team
leads that keeping all staff protected from chronic stress and
poor mental health during this response means that they will
have better capacity to fulfil their roles.
MiS offers a Managing Mental Health at Work Programme
which supports managers in their ever-changing and
demanding roles. A broad range of courses includes: First Aid
for Mental Health; Online or Telephone Coaching; Developing
Wellness Action Plans; and Bespoke Workshops to create
greater emotional resilience.
MiS can also create a bespoke course to suit your company’s
individual requirements in terms of numbers, delivery method
and levels of training.
Full detail of courses available from Mind in Somerset are at:
https://www.mindinsomerset.org.uk/fundraise/corporate/corpo
rate-training/
AL

Residents of Long Sutton thought they had successfully fought
off plans to re-open a quarry off Batts Lane. The old quarry
for Blue Lias stone had not been in active use since the
Second World War. On 16 December last year Somerset
County Council (SCC) refused planning permission. Now the
landowner has resubmitted the application (20/01749/CPO)
and it has caused something of an outcry in Long Sutton.
The proposal is to re-open the former quarry in order to
extract around 30,000 tonnes of Blue Lias stone over a
maximum period of 15 years. Many local buildings use Blue
Lias and the stone was used in the construction of Lytes Cary
(pictured). The quarried stone would be cut and stored on
site in a purpose-built stone processing and storage shed
before being transported away. The quarrying and stone
cutting would provide employment for two
full-time workers at the site.
Digging deeper
A word at this stage is needed on mineral
extraction. Although all other planning
applications are handled by District Councils,
those involving mineral extraction are actually
the responsibility of the County Council. BUT
the plans have to be advertised as usual on the
District Council’s website. This is exactly the
sort of confusion and nonsense that a Unitary
Council would do away with.
The refusal last year was on the grounds that
there was a risk of contamination of drinking
water and insufficient evidence as to what the
contaminants were. Supporting a new
application to re-open the quarry, planning

agent Clive Miller has now prepared a report for the
landowner  This suggests SCC should overturn their original
decision because:
�� a full Geo-Environmental Assessment has been
undertaken by South West Geotechnical (SWG). The
purpose of this investigation is to inform a risk assessment
concerning the nature, distribution and potential mobilisation
of contaminants from the historical landfill adjacent to the
proposed area for excavation.
�� an operator has been found to run the quarry site
The latter is a company called Galion whose last filed
accounts showed it to be technically insolvent; this is when
the total liabilities of a business exceed its total assets. The
accounts to 31 March 2019 show net liabilities of £227,114

(up from net liabilities of £48,953 in 2018).
South Somerset District Council (SSDC)
have submitted comments to the effect that
they completely support the quarry
proposals.
To date 11 written responses to the
application from the public have been
received – all objecting.
SCC told us that their Regulation
Committee determines Mineral and Waste
applications. It will be a public meeting and
under the current (COVID-19)
circumstances committees are taking place
via the Teams platform. However as we
went to press a date for the meeting to
discuss the new application had yet to be
agreed.

The Quarrymen
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The Crown Estate is a large property business that controls
land across our country. That land is owned by our monarch.
However, although she owns it, the Queen is not involved in
managing the estate or in decisions about how to manage it.
Under the Crown Estate Act, responsibility for managing the
land passes to trustees acting for the government. Since 1760
an agreement has been renewed with each new monarch that
any surplus revenue from the management of those lands
would go to the Treasury. In return the monarch would
receive a fixed annual payment – formerly known as the Civil
List.
Somerset sale
As it happens the Crown Estate own some very valuable
property in Somerset just outside Taunton. The jewel in
the err, crown, being the Orchard Portman Farm. The
land value here is a result of it being very close to both
the Junction 25 Nexus business park, and the newly
agreed route of the A358 link into the M5. It is clearly
land with value for developers. This was not lost on the
Crown Estate who conducted an auction through their
agent Savills. In total 3,476 acres (including the Orchard
Portman Farm) went for a total of £31m in December 2018.
Not surprisingly a developer, Taylor Wimpey, bought the
lion’s share. They purchased 1,143 acres in all including the
Orchard Portman Farm, for which it paid £12.5 million.
When we asked Taylor Wimpey about the land deal they
confirmed the purchase price of £12.5m and that they only
received information from “the landowner’s agent”. They
confirmed that “Savills were appointed as sole disposal agent for
the landowner.”
Then in 2019 Savills approached the then Taunton Deane
Borough Council (today part of Somerset West & Taunton),
this time working for Taylor Wimpey. This might matter
because it gives the appearance that Savills have acted for
both parties to the sale transaction. Not so say Taylor
Wimpey although they acknowledge that they have “retainers
with agents, including Savills, one of the largest multidisciplinary
agents in the country, from time to time on a locational or project
basis when they are appointed. This was not the case in this
instance.” In other words the company are saying they would
have had retainers with Savills, but not relating to this
particular land purchase.
A Savills spokesman told us they were “confident there was no
conflict of interest given its role and the nature of the advice
provided and it acted in accordance with RICS requirement”. But if
the involvement of Savills with both parties to the transaction
was indeed separated by enough time to avoid a conflict,
there are other curiosities with this deal.

Crown Estates did not put a clawback clause in. The land was
sold pretty much at its value as agricultural land. So around
£10,000 an acre. If planning permission was gained, it would
be worth around £500-600,000 per acre. Of course we
cannot say for sure why Taylor Wimpey bought the land.
They may well intend to use it for farming, but that is not the
point. The point is it has potential for development.
Future proofing deals
If you like, think about football. When a club in the lower
leagues sells one of their promising young players to a
premier league club, they might only get £1m for the player.
But the player may languish in the reserves for a year or two
and then be sold on. But if that player turns out to be the
next Rashford, Vardy, Sterling or Kane, then the lower league
club want a share of the action. So there will be a clause that
offers them a share of the future value of the player if they
are later sold for tens or maybe hundreds of millions of
pounds. Property is the same. If you sell a property for its
agricultural value, the seller would want to be sure that if it
won planning permission and the value sky-rocketed, they
would get a share of the action. Yet, astonishingly, Crown
Estates in a response to a freedom of Information request
confirmed “This sale was not subject to a clawback contractual
provision”.
Should Savills have spotted that? Should they have advised
Crown Estates to put such a contract clause in the terms of
the auction? These questions are now likely to be asked, not
least by RICS, the professional body for Estate Agents,
surveyors and auctioneers, is looking into the role Savills
played in the transaction. Savills have denied any wrongdoing
and stated that their work has followed RICS requirements.
Tax loss
In fairness The Leveller® notes that Taylor Wimpey’s latest
accounts show that they paid £159m tax on profits of £821m.
This works out at 19% which is pretty much what they
should be paying.
So is there a loss to the Exchequer?
Well yes. Because Crown Estates pay over the net income, in
other words the profits from their operations. Let us take an
example using round numbers. Let us say they lost out on £1
billion of revenue by undervaluing the land sale to a third
party, what is the loss to the Exchequer? Well there is the £1
billion revenue, but we have to take the sale costs etc of
perhaps £100m off that. That would leave a £900m loss to
the Exchequer.
Equally, if Crown Estates lost out on £1billion, the the third
party they sold it to will have gained £1 billion in value. If that
business was a UK tax payer like Taylor Wimpey paying 19%
corporation tax, then that gain would be taxed and result in
tax revenue of £190m to the Exchequer. So the loss to the
Exchequer would not be the full £1bn. But it might be around
£710m (ie £900m -£190m). And you can pay for an awful lot
of doctors and nurses with £710m.
A Crown Estate spokesman was reported as saying “We’re
looking into this matter.”
Responding to The Leveller® article a Taylor Wimpey
spokesperson told us “We strongly refute any allegations of
wrongdoing in relation to the land acquisition. This was a
competitive open market sales process and we believe our terms
offered the best value in the market at the time. We are currently
at the very start of what will be a lengthy process of promoting the
land through the Local Plan before seeking planning permission for
the land. At this very early stage we have no firm plans for how
many homes and other community facilities we could deliver.”

Crown Land slips by Simon Trump & Andrew Lee
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Who controls the Opium trade?
Regular readers will know that SSDC Opium Power Limited is
a joint venture company formed between South Somerset
District Council (SSDC) and Opium Power Limited. The
company was formed to create a battery park near Taunton.
The battery park would take in power and supply it to the
National Grid at peak demand times. There is a National Grid
sub-station right next door to the SSDC Opium facility.
At the outset the company had four directors, two from each
organisation. Because SSDC were supplying the majority of
cash for the deal, it was agreed that an SSDC director would
be chairman with a casting vote at board meetings, and SSDC
would also have a casting vote at shareholder meetings.
However, in November 2019 one of SSDC’s two nominated
directors to the joint venture company, Alex Parmley,
resigned. Instead of replacing Mr Parmley with another SSDC
employee who would be obligated to vote in line with SSDC’s
interest, they appointed an independent director. He is local
businessman, Paul Ashton.
Because he is not an employee of SSDC, arguably SSDC can
no longer exert control over board meetings. The chair may
be an SSDC employee, but a casting vote is only of value if the
directors are split 50:50. Should the new independent director
vote with the Opium Power directors, then the casting vote
will be irrelevant as it will be three directors to one. In
fairness this should be hypothetical. You have to hope the
board will have a common purpose and usually vote together.
However, it does leave it open to question whether SSDC
actually have control over SSDC Opium Power Limited.
New director
But what about the new independent director appointed by
SSDC; where did he come from? Paul Ashton had a
distinguished career working in film production and
documentaries. From his graduation in 1975 all the way to
2003 he worked with the BBC, Discovery Channel and Libra
Films. Mr Ashton was, according to Alex Parmley “proposed
and interviewed in person, his credentials were checked and he was
duly appointed.” It is not clear to The Leveller®, who exactly
proposed Mr Ashton and what his credentials for a post as
director of a battery company actually are.
According to his LinkedIn profile and Companies House, his
recent experience since leaving the world of TV has been as
shown below. We will leave it to our readers to decide if this
is the sort of track record for success in alternative energy
that SSDC should have sought out:
April 2016 – September 2017 Executive Chairman of
Akaribreather Limited. The company was dormant throughout
its life and filed dormant company accounts. It appears to have
had just one employee.
April 2012 – November 2019 Chairman Akaritec Limited at
the Innovation Centre, University of Exeter. The last filed
accounts (they were filed late) showed a company with
negative assets and a cumulative loss over its history of
£15,800. The company was struck off and dissolved in 2017.
September 2003 – September 2011 Director Woodcraft
Homes Limited. Woodcraft was declared insolvent and
liquidated in September 2018. Mr Ashton left Woodcraft long
before then, in 2011. However, the accounts for the year in
which he left showed accumulated losses of £1.3m.
Mr Ashton does have some experience in alternative energy
though. He spent 1 year 4 months at British Solar Renewables
in Butleigh up until December 2015. Mr Ashton was not a
Director of the company – he describes himself as Head of
EPC & Delivery. AL

We gave SSDC a copy of this article for them to comment or to
correct any factual inaccuracy. They did not respond.

Unlocked by James Garrett
Husband and wife councillors Mike & Pauline Lock, who were
accused of bringing South Somerset District Council into
disrepute over their treatment of tenants of a property they
own have been cleared by the council of breaking its code of
conduct.
The Locks were ordered to pay their tenants £3,000 by a
judge at Yeovil county court who ruled that Mr Lock had
threatened to break his tenant’s neck, made an untrue
statement to police and tried to mislead the court. (The
Leveller®, July 2020)
Complaint
The council received a formal complaint from Conservative
district councillor Nick Colbert, who accused the Locks,
elected as members of the ruling Lib Dem group, of bringing
the authority into disrepute. The council’s monitoring officer
“fully investigated the matter,” according to the council. SSDC
spokesman Richard Birch added, “It has been determined that it
will not be going before the Standards Committee as there is
nothing within their jurisdiction that they can investigate or pass
judgment on.” In other words, officers
(paid employees) have investigated and
concluded, elected members on the
Standards Committee will get no say in
the outcome.
The council concluded that “Those
subject to the complaint were acting in
their capacity as landlords and not in their
capacity as councillors. Accordingly, a
breach of the code cannot have occurred.”
Cllr Colbert responded, “The phrase
‘swept under the carpet’ comes to mind.”

SSDC - an ethical
paragon?
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Wincanton is unusual in that, as well as towns in France and
Germany, it is twinned with a community which doesn’t
actually exist. The third twin is Ankh-Morpork, from the late
author Terry Pratchett’s fictional Discworld. But, the battle
now raging in the 19th-century town hall appears at times to
be more implausible even than a world supported by four
elephants stood on the back of a giant turtle.
Wincanton’s town clerk, Sam Atherton, has been off work
for over two months with stress, at loggerheads with the
council chair, Susan Shelbourn-Barrow, whom she has
accused of ‘harassment' and ‘micro-management’. This, she
says, has seriously affected her confidence. Cllr Dawn Old,
chair of the council’s personnel committee, describes the
clerk as “normally a ballsy Mancunian. Now she can’t stop crying;
she is in a really bad place.” The clerk, ordinarily responsible
for five members of staff, as well as guiding the council in its
decision-making, took two weeks’ leave in early June, citing
stress, then left work again on 15 July. As The Leveller® went
to press she had not returned to work.
Change in MO
The usual procedure when there is a complaint, is for it to be
investigated and resolved. The place the complaint would
usually be investigated is WTC’s Personnel Committee or the
Grievance and Disciplinary Panel. Both have been abolished
since the clerk’s complaint on 22 June. So a full two months
since she first went on sick leave, councillors have not been
able to discuss her complaint against the chair, despite it
being common knowledge among the town’s 5,000
inhabitants. While that has delayed hearing the clerk’s
complaint, a new personnel committee and grievance
procedures have been proposed and were approved at an
emergency meeting of the council on 3 August.
Ms Shelbourn-Barrow said, “It is not me who dissolved the
committee, it is the council. The committee was dissolved because
the policies which underpinned it weren’t fit for purpose. We are
strengthening our ability to respond to any personnel issues that
arise.” She also told The Leveller®, “We act as a council, we
vote, we work within standing orders. Change can be difficult for
people but I believe our town is moving forward in a really good
way.”
Ms Atherton said she felt unable to comment publicly on her
situation and declined to say whether she thought it likely –
or even possible – that she would resume the post she has
held for the past decade.
The Leveller® has seen the clerk’s letter of complaint. In it she
complains that Ms Shelbourn-Barrow – this year’s chair and a
councillor since being co-opted in 2018 – has “questioned my
skill set. I have no other option than to write this official complaint

in relation to her micro-managing.” She added: “I have been
employed by Wincanton TC for the past 11 years, doing a job
which I enjoy, but over the past few months micro-managing and
constant email requests have been hindering my workload, causing
stress at work, questioning and affecting my confidence in my role
as town clerk.
I would like the council to acknowledge my complaint and, given
their legal duty of care under the Health & Safety at Work Act
1974 to ensure that there is a safe working environment, which
includes protection against harassment and unreasonable working
conditions.” Without a committee of course, WTC could not
do those things.
War of words
Meanwhile a war of words has erupted. Ms Shelbourn-
Barrow has been urged to resign by her immediate
predecessor, Howard Ellard. Now retired from the council,
he says, “The whole sorry affair can be resolved by a change of
chair.” At the full council meeting on 27 July he also criticised
former colleagues, saying, “Why are you continuing to protect
the chair’s vanity and spending more public money on doing so?
Which community projects that you budgeted to do will suffer as a
consequence?” At the previous council meeting, on 13 July, his
offer to mediate between the clerk and chair was ignored.
Cllr Old, whose committee was dissolved, attempted to raise
Ms Atherton’s complaint at a meeting of the council on 22
June, but was admonished by the chair for doing so. Attempts
to raise the matter on 13 and 27 July were also blocked, with
her attempt to make comments on Zoom silenced when the
chair muted her microphone.
At the 27 July meeting, Mr Ellard challenged the process again
“Can I ask why the personnel committee was dissolved? Surely any
complaint needs to be heard by the committee standing at the
time of the complaint and under the policies and procedures that
were in place at that time. Any retrospective changes must be
inappropriate and smack of legitimising things after the event.”
Asked why the council had failed to respond to the clerk’s
official complaint of 22 June in a timely manner, the chair first
said, “I am saddened that you have seen the complaint.” It
should, she said, have remained confidential. She added that,
under rule, the complaint should have been sent to the town
council’s monitoring officer at South Somerset District
Council. She added “We as a council have acted within our
standing orders. We are striving to meet our duty of care to
members of staff. If, as a council, we have not an aspect of our
duty of care then that will be picked up and dealt with.”
Disagreement
The problem is not helped by disagreement about the model
code of council for members which governs this sort of
matter. The Society of Local Council Clerks (SLCC) whose
HQ is in Taunton is critical of the model code for council
members, drawn up by the Local Government Association
(LGA) and currently out for consultation “The model code
lacks ambition where it seeks to address poor behaviour by moving
away from a discourse on ‘respect’ to the use of the term ‘civility’.
SLCC understands the LGA’s wider focus on civility in public life
and welcomes it.”
And in a further comment that anticipates the situation
evolving in Wincanton: “However, this approach fails to address
the longstanding and pervasive problem of a lack of respect
between councillors and officers in local councils. This ranges from
inappropriate challenge to pure bullying and is unacceptable in any
modern workplace.”

Wincanton woes by James Garrett
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Laptops and tablets gifted to schools
There is little enough good news around as the county tries to recover from the pandemic. So this announcement from the
High Sheriff of Somerset was a little bit of light at the end of a long and dark tunnel.
The Somerset High Sheriffs’ charity - Somerset Crimebeat Trust (SCT) is to release £20,000 to fund laptops and tablets for
pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds from secondary schools as part of their ‘Unlocking Potential’ initiative. The ‘Unlocking
Potential’ (UP) Somerset project has been launched successfully in both Bridgwater and Weston-Super-Mare. So now SCT are
making a one-off grant of £3300 to each of the current six schools involved in the UP Somerset project. The COVID-19
pandemic has highlighted that many young people from disadvantaged backgrounds do not have access to computer equipment
and thus have been unable or restricted in doing academic work set by schools during this period.
This money has been gifted by SCT to schools to be spent on tablets or laptops for young people through SCT’s delivery
partner SBY Somerset. For example, £3,300 could provide 12 operational tablets costing £270 each giving 12 pupils access to
school work via the internet.
Commenting on the initiative on behalf of all SCT Trustees, Mrs Mary-Clare Rodwell, High Sheriff of Somerset stated “We are
delighted to be able to help some of the young people most adversely effected by the closure of schools. They need to be able to study out
of the classroom. Even when schools re-open the new reality is that much of a pupil’s education will be carried out at home”.
She added, “We hope to encourage other business organisations and individuals to follow our initiative. It would be wonderful if this could
be brought to other schools across the whole of Somerset”
To learn more please contact either:
• Denis Burn SCT Trustee, Founder of Unlocking
Potential Somerset: Denis.Burn@bristol.ac.uk
• Johnnie Halliday Chair SCT & UP Somerset
Ambassador johnniehalliday@yahoo.co.uk
• Camilla Chandler, CEO of SBY Somerset
camilla.chandler@southbristolyouth.org.uk
For more information on Unlocking Potential Somerset:
www.unlockingpotentialsomerset.org.uk

Crispin’s Innovation Hub in Street
If you have been in the vicinity of Crispin it will have been difficult to miss the new classroom block that has been rising from
the middle of the school site. The planning of the new ‘Innovation Hub’ dates back several years but the construction only
started in September 2019.
When it is opened the new building will house a range of subjects including Art, Food and Nutrition, Graphics, Health and
Social Care, ICT and Computing, Photography and Product Design.
Those fortunate enough to have tours of the partially completed building so far have been extremely impressed with the
excellent new facilities. This should widen opportunities for all Crispin students. The Innovation Hub will also allow the school
to demolish the current Practical Block and substantially ‘open up the site’ for the benefit of all members of the school
community.
The new facilities underline Crispin’s commitment to students having a chance to experience a wide-ranging curriculum with a
considerable degree of choice in terms of GCSE and BTEC options. They will have introduced new courses in Business, Media
and Sport which are all proving to be popular subjects. And relatively new, non-examined, courses such as Philosophy and
Society, Relationships and Values also serve to enrich the learning of students and are proving popular.

At last – the pavement café
It has often bothered me that the relaxed atmosphere of town
square eating and drinking on the continent has the living
daylights squashed out of it in England. An overly bureaucratic
approach, an obsessive health and safety culture? Of course
we don’t have the weather they have in Italy, but its no worse
than Germany or the Netherlands for heavens sake.
It seems that it has taken a pandemic to get our local
authorities to see some sense. Pubs, bars, cafes and
restaurants can now apply for a ‘Pavement Licences’ to serve
food and drink outside of their establishments. Helped by new
government regulations all the District Councils in Somerset
are able to offer a quick, cut-price application process.
Hospitality businesses keen to maximise capacity, while still
observing social distancing guidelines, will now find it easier
and cheaper to obtain permission to place tables and chairs on
pavements outside their premises.
The move reduces application periods for Pavement Licences
by 50%, from 28 calendar days to 14 days (this includes a
seven-day consultation, plus seven-day determination period
by the local authority) and the cost is reduced to just £100.
Contact your District Council licensing team for more
information.
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I’m not sure what the current
government cliché of choice is, but if
new infrastructure projects are coming
to our county, we at Leveller® Towers
won’t be complaining. In response to a
request from the Ministry of Housing,
Communities and Local Government
for 'shovel ready’ projects that need
funding, the Heart of the South West
Local Enterprise Partnership has
identified £121m worth. These are
projects that could be implemented
rapidly. And several of them are in
Somerset. The LEP believe that if they
went ahead they would unlock at least
another £171 million of investment and
create over 3,000 jobs in the process.
Now they have bid for government
funding for the projects, we’ll have to
wait and see what is forthcoming. The
bid sets out only those investments
that can be delivered by January 2022
and form part of a more extensive
investment plan that the LEP is
developing under its Route Map to
Recovery. However what is not clear at
this point, is if only partial funding
comes from Westminster, which of the
projects will be given priority.
These are the projects under
consideration:
Bruton Enterprise Centre
The Bruton EC will deliver enterprise
centre space including an office and
light industrial building. At present, just
under £2m of funding has been secured
for the delivery of the centre.
However, further funding is required to
meet a shortfall for the delivery of the
light industrial building. SCC has already
received enquiries and requests for
space from local businesses.
Anticipated start date is November
2020, with overall completion in
November 2021.

MEH Innovation Factory
(Bridgwater)
A supply chain and workforce
development facility to accelerate local
content into HPC supply chain during
the valuable Mechanical Engineering and
Heating (MEH) phase. This would give
SMEs access to facilities to develop
products which can respond to the
significant mechanical, electrical and
heating opportunities from the next
stage of the Hinkley build.
Digital Technologies Hub (Taunton)
Development of a specialised digital
learning facility at Bridgwater and
Taunton College introducing Digital T
Level pathways. Provides industry
standard facilities and related specialist
provision corresponding to industrial
clusters and strategic South West LEP
priorities.
Digital Centre of Excellence (Street)
Development of a specialised digital
learning facility at Strode College,
introducing new Digital T Level
pathways.
Centre for Construction Excellence
(Taunton)
Remodelling of the current Industry
Skills Centre on Bridgwater and
Taunton College's Taunton Campus to
support the delivery of T Levels. In
order to meet the true principles of
the T Levels they wish to provide
resources that deliver high quality
technical education, with cutting-edge
resources of a high industry standard
that support direct entry into
employment.
Chard Enterprise Centre and Grow
On Space
The project aims to deliver space
combining start up/early growth office
space and high quality B1 ‘grow on’
space. It will be on land owned by SCC

in Chard. As part of the scheme
development SCC is investigating with
SW Energy Hub the possibility of
incorporating low carbon and clean
energy elements into the build. Funding
is being secured for the start up/early
growth space via ERDF and SCC –
estimated cost is £3.2 million.
Consultations have been undertaken to
measure local demand, including a
demand survey which indicated a need
for workspace in the area to meet
projected local growth over the coming
year.
Burnham Enterprise Centre
The project aims to deliver a
repurposed enterprise centre office,
incubation and training space to
support local businesses in the
Burnham-on-Sea area. The existing
building and site are owned by SCC and
will require significant remodelling
worth circa £286k to repurpose it to
benefit the wider economy.
Wellington Enterprise Centre
The project will deliver a repurposed
enterprise centre office, incubation and
training space to support local
businesses in the Wellington area. The
area is expected to be impacted
significantly due to COVID-19, given
the town’s dependancy on the local
tourism industry. The existing site
requires significant resources circa
£410k to repurpose it to benefit the
wider economy.
Chard Co-Working Space
The Chard Co-working Space will
provide an innovative environment in
the form of shared workspace in Chard
town centre. The hub will deliver space
for professional industry start-ups.

One third of Somerset firms which took part in a county-
wide business survey expected to make redundancies in the
next quarter. That was the finding of a survey of Somerset
businesses conducted by the Somerset Chamber of
Commerce with support from Barclays.
Fragile economy
Although most businesses are not planning on cutting their
workforce and 20% actually had recruitment plans, it sounds
a warning note on the fragile state of the economy here in
our county. Of those surveyed, half of them expected the

current year’s turnover to be lower
than last year. That said, however,
as many businesses lost three
months of trading this year during
lockdown, the real surprise is that

even more businesses weren’t predicting a decline.
Furlough survey
In a separate survey on the furloughing of staff during
lockdown, Somerset came our slightly worse than the
national average. Up to the end of June, some 27% of the
working-age population had been furloughed, compared to a
national figure of 24%.
Stephen Henagulph, Chief Executive of Somerset Chamber
of Commerce, explained that: “There has been an
unprecedented, almost overnight, contraction in the economy and
the slump in cashflow is particularly worrying as that impacts
directly on business activity and staff retention. We hope this is
the low point for the economy as lockdown restrictions begin to
ease but it’s essential we have these hard facts and figures to
continue doing all we can to support the business community and
to lobby on their behalf.”

Survey shows poor outlook for Somerset business in 2020

Business News

Shovel or spade?
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Have you ever tried to plaster a wall? How
hard can it be? Surely you just mix up the
plaster to a specified consistency, fill a trowel
and smooth it on to the area you want to
cover? Well if you have tried this at home
you’ll know that it definitely isn’t as easy as
the professionals on the You Tube tutorials
make it look! The plaster drops out, it’s near

impossible to get it smooth and when it dries it’s so awful
that you either spend hours trying to sand it down or you get
in an expert to sort it out. Of course, it always costs more to
put right mistakes than if they had started from scratch in the
first place.
You may well be wondering why a solicitor is talking about
plastering walls but there are lots of similarities to the legal
profession. Firstly, there is a general feeling that solicitors are
expensive, that you don’t get much for your money and that
most things can be done without their assistance using online
guidance. Every so often someone
proves me wrong and produces a
half decent homemade Will or
administers a deceased estate
without a problem but,
unfortunately, the majority that take
this route just think they have done
a good job. The errors rarely
surface until they die or until an
unknown creditor knocks at the
door.
I am usually not the harbinger of
doom but I am of late regularly
seeing poorly drafted Wills and
thought I should make the point. An
example from this week is  a
homemade Will that was executed
in the early eighties. On the face of
it the document is straightforward
and leaves everything, including a
house, to a charity. It is properly
signed by the testator and it has
been signed by two witnesses.
Unfortunately the witnesses both
dated their signatures and one
signature appears to be six months
later than the first.
It’s still possible to get Probate on
the Will but, to do so, the Probate
Registry, which is a Court that deals
with deceased estates, have asked
for an Affidavit of Due Execution.
This means that they require a legal
statement from the witnesses to
explain why they signed the Will at
different times or, if they actually
witnessed at the same time, that the
date of the second signature is an
error.
A professionally prepared Will
would not have included dates for
each witness as the testator and the
witnesses would be present at the
same time and the document would
be dated when all three had signed.
The witnesses would also print their

names below their signatures and provide an address and
occupation. The contact details for witnesses are not a legal
requirement but it makes a lot of practical sense when you
need to locate a witness to sign an Affidavit of Due Execution!
Unfortunately the homemade Will that I am dealing with did
not state the full names of the witnesses or a contact address
for them and tracing them is going to be very difficult indeed.
Potentially the Probate Registry may deem the will invalid and,
if so, the rules of intestacy will apply. Sadly, the charity would
receive nothing under these provisions.
Of course we do charge for the services that we provide but
we will always give an estimate of our costs at the outset and
many of our services are a fixed fee. We always offer a free, no
obligation initial appointment, phone or zoom consultation.
The potential cost of not taking adequate legal advice far
outweighs the cost of getting things done properly.
If there is anything I can help with I can be contacted on 01935
382680 or by email at catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk

Business News

Legally Speaking by Catherine Murton (Partner & Head of Private Clients, Pardoes Solicitors)
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So you were one of the lucky ones? You’d been trading long
enough, worked enough hours and had accounts all up to date
and were able to claim a Self-Employment Income Support
Scheme (SEISS) grant. That’s a great start because up to half a
million self employed people were unable to claim and left
behind by the government,
But as you might have guessed where HMRC are involved, it
doesn’t stop with the cash. The taxman has made it clear he
will be checking up on claims, even if it is simply auditing a
sample of them. There are records you will be expected to
have kept and failure to keep them could end up with your
claim being clawed back.
So what do you need?
To start with all the records you should keep for your
business and keep for 7 years. Accounts, sales filed, asset
registers if you have fixed assets, all that sort of thing.
Then there is the claim form. You need to make sure you
keep a copy of the claim form with your claim reference
number. And inevitably, you need to have accounting records
that back up every figure on the form. But to be honest, that’s
the sort of thing any business ought to have anyway. The
records must be kept for at least five years after the 31
January 2021 tax return deadline or, if later, four years after
you send in your tax return to HMRC.
Trickier
The next bit is trickier but just as important. You need to
have evidence that your business was hit by the COVID 19
virus. The records must be kept for at least five years after the
31 January tax return deadline or, if later, four years after you
send in your tax return to HMRC. The latest guidance from
the taxman suggests that you must have records to
demonstrate the way the virus hit your business.
The most obvious way to show that is through sales. If you
don’t usually prepare monthly accounts and do either once a
year or quarterly, this year it would be a very good idea to
change your habit. Quarterly accounts might not show an
impact depending on how hard you were hit and how quickly
your business recovered. Get your accountant to prepare
monthly accounts (or at least monthly sales figures) from
October last year to June this year. That should be enough to
clearly show the impact of the virus on your sales.
But it might also be that your supply chain was hit. That you
couldn’t trade because you couldn’t get hold of the items you
trade with or the things you need to manufacture your
product.
Show your losses
If you are making a product, recording the man hours each
month might evidence the impact of the virus. So might a
record of cancellations or notes from suppliers showing goods
you needed were not in stock. Postponed contracts, lost
customers will all add to the credibility of your evidence.
Of course the tax man
might not ask for your
evidence. But if he does and
you don’t have it, it could
prove a very costly
oversight.

Lindsey Wright is a partner in
Accounting Angels of
Somerton

What a load of rubbish
Last month Pennon plc, the water and waste services group
completed the sale of Viridor for £4.2bn. This may seem like a
remote corporate deal. The more so as the business has been
sold to American Private Equity firm KKR. However the deal
really does matter to Somerset residents.
Just 2 weeks before the date when Pennon announced the
proposed sale of Viridor (the 18th March), Somerset Waste
Partnership (SWP) announced it had agreed a nine-year, £80
million extension of their comprehensive waste management
contract to 2031. Inevitably Pennon were keen to sign the
deal as the renewed contract would add value to the sale of
the business to KKR.
So as of today we have an American owned business running
our waste disposal services. What does that mean? Well they
manage the Household Recycling Centres, as well as
composting and the transporting of waste. The company have
built a £252m facility, the Avonmouth Resource Recovery
Centre, where non-recyclable waste will be used to generate
energy. The Avonmouth plant will generate up to 32MW of
electricity which will power the facility itself and export
enough energy to power around 44,000 homes.
In the short term that should not make a significant difference
to the services that we get. For their part KKR claim that their
approach to buying business is “As investors with an industrialist
vision, we aim to generate attractive investment returns by following
a patient and disciplined approach, employing high-quality people,
pursuing the highest standards of excellence, and aligning our
interests with those of our investment partners.” That sounds
benign. In the past though KKR has been accused of asset
stripping during takeover bids for Boots in the UK and Texas
pacific in the US. But that said, many people have a healthy
suspicion of large corporations – but that suspicion is not
always justified by the facts on the ground.
Whether it changes the service we get, only time will tell.

Business News

Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright
It didn’t stop with the cash

mailto:levellereditor@gmail.com
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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?

Safety First

All social distancing protocols
will be followed throughout

You’ll see how a newspaper is put
together

You’ll have the opportunity to join in.
To write your own piece for The

Leveller®

Don’t Get Butterflies - Try The Leveller®
Do the ad rates charged by some newspapers for job adverts give you
butterflies. Not sure if to go for it or not?
If you are advertising for public sector jobs, a town clerk for instance, you’ll be
astonished at our rates.
We charge you less for a hard copy ad, to reach a much bigger audience.
Contact Ruth on levelleradvert@gmail.com to find out more.

mailto:levellereditor@gmail.com
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My Somerset Home by Hattie Bowler
Floored

You are going to be detecting a theme here. I may sound like
someone who has experienced a Damascene conversion. This
is almost certainly because it is true. I have grown up in a
world where large chains have swept through our lives
supplying everything from flooring to furniture, from fridges to
funerals. Like many of us I went along with the herd. Buying
from recognised High Street brands. Now as their shops are
looking tired, as one by one they are going out of business, I
am drawn to my local stores.
Not just because of the chatty personal service. It is amazing
how nice it is to be served by someone who knows about
their products and doesn’t look as if they could be 12.
So when I was looking for new carpets recently I was right
royally impressed by the number of local carpet stores our
county has to offer. Not least that a small town like Langport
has its very own. Yes the same firm has a bigger branch in
Wincanton but good on SJH for choosing Langport. What a
bonus for the town.
Choice
There are loads more too. Kingfisher carpets in Martock, Ron
Thompson in Wells, Carelton Lord in Bridgwater, David
Marks Carpets in Taunton, PD Ford carpets in Yeovil,
Cullingfords in Wincanton and Allsop Carpets in Frome to
name but a few.
All independent shops, all with a base in Somerset and offering
the sort of personal service that you just don’t seem to get in
chain store land.
SJH in Langport is based in the old Post Office. It’s a grand
building and they’ve got a great display of different styles of
carpet and hard flooring as well as “runners” for the staircase.
I’m no expert in this sort of thing. But happily they are.
This is the thing about a local store. They know if they do
right by me I’ll tell you all about it. I don’t need to be an
expert. That’s where they come in. Not a bored salesperson
on sales commission, but a proud business owner and their
crew wanting to make a mark in their community.
Vision
About all I could tell you is I wanted pastel shades and not
bright colours. I like my floors not to bedazzle me early in the
morning and late at night. But beyond that I keep an open
mind. I want my carpets to provide the background. The pale
wash against which brightly painted walls can burn and highly
coloured soft furnishings can glow.
But we each have our own tastes to lead us on. I just know I’ll
be using a local supplier to satisfy them.

My Somerset Home
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Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
Who are we supposed to believe?

Spoiler alert! This could develop into something of a rant. You
have been warned.
Did you know that there was a Lords Select Committee on
Digital Technologies and Resurrection of Trust? With all the
anxiety-producing news items about China influencing
everything from vaccines to the Scottish Referendum, global
companies with inadequate security to prevent the loss of our
private data to criminal hackers and computer “models” of the
likely progress of coronavirus which contradict each other, it
is reassuring that the safety of our electronic data is in good
hands.
Well, not exactly. There are 13 members of the committee
but only two seem to have any direct professional experience
in technical matters – and they are both retired. Nevertheless
they have worked their fingers to the bone and produced a
153 page report which largely consists of statements of the
obvious – such as 'The digital and social media landscape is
dominated by two behemoths– Facebook and Google.’ Really? They
only mentioned the Chinese social media program, TikTok, once in
the whole report but which is far more likely to create mayhem. So
who are these authoritative figures who are guarding our personal
and national security?
Lord German is Treasurer of the Liberal Democrats,, Minister for
Rural Development and Wales Abroad and President of the
Monmouth, Brecon and Abergavenny Canals Trust. Lord Harris of
Haringey is a deputy director of the Electricity Consumers Council,
Leader of the Haringey Council and chair of the Independent
Advisory Panel on Deaths in Custody – in all 23 authorities, trusts,
councils and boards, 14 of which he is either the chair or the
leader.
I have nothing against these gentlemen which were picked at
random by my computer but I wonder how much time, energy and
thought they had time to offer to the workings of the committee.
One member of the committee who may have some authoritative
views on the report is Baroness Kidron who is a British filmmaker
and a leading voice on children’s rights in the digital world.
I cannot see the 153 pages of the report having much effect on
the Resurrection of Trust - but then the report into the BSE
(mad cow disease) outbreak ran to a 16-volume report that
called for greater transparency in the production and use of
scientific advice, and for the public to be treated like grownups
who can understand uncertainty. Twenty years later, those
lessons appear to have been forgotten in these days of Covid-
19.
Trust in your computer security is in your hands, don’t expect
our governing bodies to have any beneficial effect. Use your
own common sense – if it is too good to be true then it
probably isn’t, there is no such thing as a free lunch and
‘scientifically proven’ is an ad-man’s mantra.
Website of the month  –   Do you remember Painting
by Numbers?
This is Google’s computerised development which is much
more subtle that it first appears - https://bit.ly/3g0bvDp
App of the month -  As a free download for both iPhones,
iPads and Androids, Kitchen Stories Recipes seem to be the
number one cookery recipe app of the moment with new
recipes everyday, video instructions and glowing customer
reviews it seems to have one
tucked away for a rainy day.
If you have any request for future
articles or have a computing
problem, please contact me at
adrian.vetman@gmail.com



43

My Somerset Home

A wonderful grade II listed period cottage with a delightful garden set close to the centre Drayton, one of the area's most
sought after villages. Cobwebs has three bedrooms, bathroom, generous lounge/diner with inglenook fireplace, garden room
and kitchen/diner. The cottage benefits from a bigger than average garden that surrounds the property with a double garage and
ample off road parking.

Guide Price £435,000  freehold
To view contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or sales@english-homes.co.uk
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Eat local
The Leveller® has always championed the local economy.
Unlike the Gazette’s (Western and County), The Chard and
Illy, Bridgwater Mercury, Frome Standard or Wells Journal,
our newspaper is owned and managed in Somerset. For us
shopping local and buying local services is part of our makeup.
Since the pandemic lockdown kicked in that mattered more
than ever before. In an uncertain world, with question marks
over international trading as we leave the EU we need to get
back to basics. And that means building a strong economy
from the bottom up. It means buying from small businesses
that pay their taxes, all of them, not just the ones they fancy.
PAYE, Corporation Tax, VAT.
A strong local economy provides local jobs and generates local
wealth.
So when the government announced the “Eat Out to Help
Out” scheme that sounded to us like another initiative to help
local business out. The scheme is simple for the customer.
The work is all for the café or restaurant! There are no
vouchers.
All you do is pop along to a participating eatery on a Monday
Tuesday or Wednesday any time to 31 August. There’s no
minimum spend. You can 50% off your meal (food and non
alcoholic drinks only) up to a maximum of £10 per person.
To find a business taking part, you can go to the Government
website at: https://www.tax.service.gov.uk/eat-out-to-help-
out/find-a-restaurant/
Type in your postcode and they’ll give you businesses within 5
miles of you that are taking part. It is absolutely designed to
encourage you to help local business. We popped in the
Leveller Towers postcode and below is the list that came
back! So many great places to eat to choose from and in no
particular order:
The Bridge, Westover, Langport
Kitchen at the Wharf, Langport
Cardamom, Langport
Art Tea Zen, Langport
The Old Pound Inn, Aller
Pitney Farm Café
Halfway House, Pitney
The Crown at Drayton
Lamb and Lion, Hambridge
Hambridge Village Stores
Devonshire Arms, Long Sutton
Lime Kiln Inn, Long Sutton
Figs Catering Somerton
28 Market Place, Somerton
Courtyard Café, Somerton
White Hart, Somerton
Globe Inn, Somerton
King Alfred Inn, Burrowbridge
Kinsbury Community Café
Claire’s Café and Sandwich Bar, Martock
Chirpy Cottage, Martock
Living Pretty at Curry Rivel
The Firehouse, Curry Rivel
The Levels Country Kitchen, Middlezoy
Rose and Crown, East Lambrook
I should stress that we did this on 3 August, many places may
have been added since then. But the point is there are loads of
good eateries all over Somerset in the scheme. They have had
a torrid time not being able to open. They’ve had no income.
They’ve had to furlough staff. Now they need your custom.
Help them and we will still have a thriving, high quality
restaurant and café culture to take us into the future. That’s
worth doing, isn’t it?   AP
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At The Farm Gate By Graham Walker
Fencing

Good fences make good neighbours, so goes an old country
saying. Well I have been blessed with some very good
neighbours, which is just as well as I am not very good at
fencing! School Farm being the way it is, is anything but ring
fenced. We have several parcels of land scattered around not
adjoining one another. Consequently we actually share
boundaries with fourteen sets of neighbours, all of whom have
never caused us any trouble with boundary disputes.
The boundaries in our case consist of water filled ditches,
hedges or fences. It is usually marked on the deeds which
landowner actually owns the boundary hedge etc. However, if
that neighbour happens to be an arable farmer, it is usually not
up to him or her to fence your livestock out, but your
responsibility to keep your animals in. In my grandfathers day,
farmers were always trying to give away boundaries in the
hope the neighbour would maintain it. He could never
understand anyone who wanted to claim the very last inch of
the boundary. Having lived through the depression of the
twenties and thirties he was also very reluctant to spend
money on something that did not produce a direct return,
such as fencing. A common practise of his was to cut branches
from willow trees of about four inches diameter and use these
as fencing stakes in the hope they would take root and grow,
and so not need replacing for a long time. The problems this
causes for future generations are easy to imagine!
The actual fencing we do these days consists of evenly spaced
stakes and  occasional larger straining posts, supporting plain
wire, barbed wire, square meshed sheep wire, or a
combination. The configuration of the fence depends on what
livestock you intend to keep in. A single strand of barbed wire
about three feet off the ground is sufficient for fairly placid
dairy cows. The absolute opposite is goats, which seem to be
able to scale anything - probably being able to escape from
Wormwood Scrubs! In the past, both Helen and Joe have
suggested keeping goats here on School Farm. When I say that
is fine by me as long as someone else does the fencing, the
idea seems to die a natural death.
Our usual style of fencing consists of square meshed sheep
wire about three feet high topped with two strands of barbed
wire, this format being suitable for both cattle and sheep. The
only recurring problem we have concerns lambs. The holes in
the square meshed wire are just right for a lamb to poke its
head through. This is of no consequence while they just have
horn buds, but as the horns grow the inevitable happens with
heads stuck in fences. Most lambs when this happens reason it
out, and think to themselves I’m not flipping well doing that
again, but there is always one lamb who does it time and time
again and needs releasing with monotonous regularity. To
compound the problem, while this one lamb has its head stuck
in the fence it is not eating, and therefore not growing. The
first thing to stop growing if a lamb is not feeding enough are
the horns, meaning this lamb still gets its head stuck long after
all the rest have horns far to big to get stuck. It is tempting to
shoot this one troublesome lamb, but I’m never that heartless!

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith
Way out East. Part 1.

If you’re looking for something a bit different beyond your
usual Merlot or Sauvignon there is a part of the world that is
increasingly producing interesting and good value wines.
Eastern Europe.
Those of a certain vintage will remember it in the 1980’s and
90’s as a source of cheap plonk such as Bulls Blood , Laski
Riesling and Bulgarian Cabernet. Communist Block countries
sold wine at very low prices to get hard currency - dollars.
It’s rumoured that South Africa also sold wine to the East

which was then sold on to us in an effort to bust their
sanctions.  But that was just a rumour!
Nowadays things have changed as forgotten regions around
the globe have rediscovered their own identities and are

producing some lovely well priced wines.
And Eastern Europe is at the head of the list.
This month and next I’ll talk about what’s
good to buy.
I’ll start at Romania which has a winemaking
history going back thousands of years and
has long  been a source of good quality and
very well priced wine. One company in
particular is outstanding. You’ll hardly ever
see it on a label but It’s called Cramele
Recas. It was founded by Philip Cox, a
Bristolian no less and they have a whopping
1,250 hectares of vines.
Their Pinot Noir is a staple on retailer’s
shelves. There are various versions  you can
look out for at various prices: £5.50 Co Op,
£5.95 Waitrose, £7.99 Majestic and their
Pinot Gris (aka Pinot Grigio) is also
excellent £7.49 at Waitrose but £5.84 when
on offer.
Their most interesting wines are those made

from local varieties. ASDA do a Feteasca Regala (no, me
neither) a lovely fresh white for £5.49. And how about this
for originality? They sometimes have a natural ferment
“Orange Wine” at £5.99. This isn’t as the name suggests
made from oranges but is a white
wine made more like a red wine,
left on its skins and open to the
air.
Not to everybody’s taste but very
much to mine!

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 COVID 19s shutting down so many local businesses, even if they can trade online or
they are food businesses, things are tight like never before. They are all local businesses and
by supporting them you will help to grow our Somerset economy.

My Somerset Home
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Life and love in (and after)
lockdown

Many businesses have been
adversely hit by lockdown.
Some are more obvious
casualties, others less so.
For instance we were
interested to hear how the
lockdown had put
everything on hold for a
local introductions agency.
Love it seems, is something that has also been deferred by
COVID 19. But not any longer….
Here we are in August and it’s been quite a strange few months
and we had to put most of what we do ‘on hold’ with Just Somerset
Introductions. However, I am delighted to say we are back and
have been for a little while now. And because of the personal
service we offer, that was essential. With restrictions being gradually
lifted we can go and visit clients in their own homes for an interview
under the new guidelines. People join us for different reasons to find
a relationship, to date, to make friendships and broaden their social
lives.  We offer one to ones, socials, though small groups (subject to
change) we do a good variety when we are allowed to!
As you can see, most things that are now permitted under the new
rules. So you can get out and meet someone for a coffee and chat
and come along to socials and as the weeks go on I am sure we
can broaden what we can offer. Now is the perfect time with these
good few weeks of summer left to enjoy,  let’s get out there – being
careful to use masks and hand gel (as needed)  For more
information  please see our website
www.justintroductionsgroup.co.uk

Is Your Business Open?
Have you remembered to tell people?!

Use a local newspaper to tell them…

We all want  the public to remember how it was local
businesses that helped us through the pandemic.That
went the extra mile. That tried different things to
keep life as close to normal.

That was you.

And this is us.

The Leveller® is a local newspaper. We are owned
and managed from Langport in the heart of Somerset.
Not London. Not Virginia USA. That’s where you’ll
find the ultimate corporate HQ for nearly all the paid
for newspapers in Somerset.

Now you need to let local people know that you are
still open and still there for them. You can do that
here in the pages of The Leveller®. You want people
to shop local but will you?

The Leveller® is a business that pays its taxes, all of
them, not just the ones it fancies. Not like some large
social media and online businesses we could mention.

Contact:  Ruth levelleradvert@gmail.com or
Juliet on levellermarketing@gmail.com
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Cobbs Column by Jane Rodger
Natures cholesterol buster.

Cholesterol levels are always an issue where health
maintenance is a subject. Some of us are lucky enough to
maintain a naturally healthy level whereas others have difficulty
in maintaining a healthy balance at all, which seems a little
unfair especially if we feel that we are doing all the right things!
These include following a low fat diet, getting plenty of
exercise, no smoking, low alcohol intake etc etc.
Truth is how our body functions has a lot of influence on our
cholesterol levels.
As we know there are two main types, ldl, which is the low-
density lipoprotein. This is the one we need to minimise, as it
is the culprit that sticks to our arteries causing narrowing and
build-up of plaque eventually causing increased risk of heart
attacks and strokes.
The other Type is our HDL or high-density lipoprotein that
basically mops up excess fat in the blood and accumulated ldl
cholesterol, carries it back to the liver where it is broken
down and eliminated from the body.
Common sense therefore tells us to increase our levels of
HDL!
Lots of choice
There are many formulas on the market just for this purpose.
In my experience by far the most effective is a supplement of
plant sterols. These compounds are extracted from a myriad
of plants containing significant amounts of natural sterols
which work to increase our HDL levels. They cannot lower
the ldl significantly but help our bodies eliminate any build up.
Many foods contain varying degrees of natural sterols and are
really effective and helpful included in your daily diet.
Here are a few of the best
● Walnuts
● Almonds,
● Pistachios, these are surprisingly high in them.!
● Pumpkin, linseed, sunflower , sesame seeds
● Avocado
● Eggs,! Edwina curry got it a bit wrong! They are high in

HDL!
● Rice bran oil is very high in plant sterols and makes a

fabulously
good cooking
oil

● Cold pressed
sunflower
and olive oils.

● Coconut oil
● Pulses and

beans
● Whole grains
● Wheat germ
● Leafy greens

and most veg
Supplement
The best way to ensure your levels are maintained is to take a
daily supplement of plant sterol and top up with dietary
sources by including any foods from the above list.
To be effective we need approx 2000 mg of sterols daily to
build up the HDL and keep the ldl in check. Most supplements
contain around 1500 mg so including a handful of nuts and
seeds daily will certainly help to boost your intake.
Taking a plant sterols supplement will not replace statins but
may prevent you being prescribed them in the first place.
Prevention is always better than cure!
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The Garden in August by Kath Crouch
If there is any time of year to be wandering round the garden
aimlessly, it must be in high summer. The evenings are still
long, the cold wet misery of last winter is just a memory, yet
we shall grumble when the temperature rises above 26
degrees, or below 20, moaning it is too hot to garden or too
cool for proper summer. The mad spring rush of sowing
propagating and planting is over, and although there is still
plenty to do, it is not of a strenuous kind, until it is time for
hedge trimming.
It is time to stop whatever work you have been doing, make
a mug of tea or pour something nice into a glass, and have a
look round. You do not mean to garden, so you have no
tools with you, but soon you will see something which
requires attention. There are many absent-minded jobs
catching the eye which can be done one-handed, and of
course you will soon be stooping to pull out the odd weed
and strands of bindweed, without spilling your drink.
This is gin and tonic gardening. My favourite G+T job is dead
heading penstemons. Slide the fingers of your free hand down
the gone-over flower head, well down the stem. With a
tweak of finger and thumb the stem will snap in a most
satisfying manner, and you can post the dead head down out
of sight into the bush.
Removing side shoots of tomatoes is similarly satisfying.  Old
aquilegias sometimes snap nicely, and occasionally do not,
which is irritating. Certain stringy and tough stalks will not
snap at all, so picking sweet peas without scissors is difficult if
you do not have a long sharp thumbnail. Seedlings of fat hen
and nipplewort will always come out cleanly with the steady
pull of one hand, but you must put your glass down to deal
with dandelions, creeping buttercup and plantain. It is better

to return another day suitably tooled up.
Having done that, I hope you will have the time to have a sit
down and finish your drink in peace. If you have designed your
garden well, the route to your seat will be slightly overhung by
the kind of scented shrubs which release their perfume only
when you brush past them. Lavender is the most well-known
for this purpose and Salvia greigii will scent the air with
blackcurrant at the touch of a leaf. Cistus purpurea leaves waft
a pleasant resinous scent on a hot day. Other shrubs do not
waft readily – choisya, rosemary and mints are best gently
pulled through the hand in passing.
There are more seats in some gardens than opportunities to
sit in them. One garden I know has chairs in odd corners and a
bench at the far end of every vista, which lends the air of an
empty doctor’s waiting room. Unused seats mock us,
reminding us we endure lives too busy for repose on a
summer’s day. It is worth experimenting with an old kitchen
chair in the garden to test how often you sit down and when
and where. I should want a morning coffee position to catch
the breakfast and elevenses sunshine, and that need not be an
expensive solution, as I will not dwell there for long.
Once I have my seat in place and the route thence will be lined
with scented plants. Relaxation with the heady scent of lilies
and the clink of ice…that is the epitome of summer for me.

Going through lockdown by Jane Earthy
Hi everyone – so good to be back!  Its been a while since I last
submitted a column but of course, much has changed!  I
thought I’d share with you a little of what has been happening
at Monkton Elm before, during and after lockdown.
We were heading toward Mothering Sunday when we realised
what was on the horizon.  Pre-booked planted arrangements
had just been delivered, and plenty of spring plants were in
store.  Luckily, lockdown happened just afterwards, and much
of this perishable stock had been sold.  It was also fortunate
that the summer bedding season still hadn’t kicked off, and as
such I wasn’t left with a bedding department full of plants.
Most of our staff were furloughed, but as the plant area was
full of fresh shrubs and herbaceous plants, the management
team decided to work every single day to water and tend for
them.  It was a massive undertaking, the lockdown coinciding
with hot dry weather.  We also created an online delivery
service, with compost being on the majority of orders.   Many
of our suppliers were left with huge amounts of plants grown
for the main season.  However, the minute we reopened, the
plant area was madly busy, and we were ordering stock from
them right left and centre.  Its been a case of grabbing what
we could, and things still aren’t back to normal.
As we head toward autumn, we hope to welcome customers
old and new – so we look forward to seeing you soon.
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Behind the Wheel by David Young
BMW X7 reveals it’s dark side

Motoring

 Sodoku for this month

Normally this would be the time of
year when I’m counting the weeks until
September and wondering how
children manage to make so much
noise and mess whilst doing nothing.
That’s kind of redundant given the way
2020 has played out so far. If you’re
anything like me you’re just trying to
get your head around being allowed
back out again, and trying to remember
how to function in the world outside
your front door.
For a lot of people the idea of going
back out into the real world is a cause
for some anxiety so I think my brain
was only half joking when it came up
with the idea of popping the house on
casters so you could go out without
actually having to go out. Turns out
BMW had a similar thought. The only
difference is that my idea consisted of a
3-bed semi on casters whereas BMW
has stuck water wheels on Blenheim
Palace.
The blurb says “Luxury driving pleasure
has reached a whole new dimension
with the BMW X7 Dark Shadow
Edition.” They’re not kidding. This thing
is enormous.
The X7 Dark Shadow is a limited
edition version of BMW’s flagship SUV
and as such it’s chasing the same
customers as Range Rover, Porsche,
and all those other high end car
makers. That means it needs to impress
to stand out from what can only be
described as fierce competition. We
may not be talking supercar
performance or Rolls Royce levels of
luxury but there are certain standards
that must be met for an SUV to move
up to the luxury level.
In terms of looks it’s certainly imposing.
It towers over the road and I’m pretty
sure you’d look twice if one suddenly
appeared in your rear view mirror. The

X7 sits on Jet Black 22” wheels
and features a Frozen Grey
metallic paint that gives the Dark
Shadow version it’s name. The
expressive paint finish is
complemented by the High Gloss
Shadow Line exterior finish, giving
the BMW kidney grille, Air
Breathers and tailpipes a high-
gloss black finish. This adds
contrast to the matt body
surfaces, also emphasised by the
gloss black roof rails and tinted
glass. The dynamic character of
the X7 is emphasised by the
“aerodynamically optimised
bodywork elements” of the M
sports package, which also forms
part of the standard equipment.
That’s BMW’s way of
saying it’s got a body
kit. It’s not as sleek as
a Porsche, or as
refined and
understated as a
Range Rover, but
there’s no denying
the X7 has presence.
Inside the BMW,
exclusive interior
content includes Full
Merino leather in
Night Blue/Black with
contrasting seams,
Night Blue Alcantara
headlining and Night Blue leather
instrument panel. Black Merino leather
is used in the lower section of the
instrument panel and on the front
backrests. In the centre console area,
the unique design is hiGhlighted by with
interior trim
finishers in Piano
Black bearing the
limited edition
logo. On top of

this, the UK specification BMW X7
Dark Shadow Edition comes as
standard with a host of features,
including Bowers & Wilkins Diamond
Surround sound system, Heat comfort
pack and Panoramic glass roof. Head up
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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 Leveller® accepts adverts in good faith and cannot be held
liable for miss-selling or inaccurate descriptions made by our
advertisers.

July Sodoku answerQuiz Question Quandary ??????????
Your question for this month: What is the
common connection between the Russian cities
of Yekaterinburg (pictured), Petrograd and
Volgograd
Last month we asked you: In which country
would you find three political parties whose
names translate roughly as “We, Ourselves”,
Warriors of Destiny” and The Tribe of the
Gaels”.
The answer was the Irish Republic where the parties Gaelic names are respectively Fianna
Fael, Sinn Fein and Fianna Gael.

Motoring

di

splay, TV function, rear seat entertainment professional and
massage functionality for the front seats are also included as
standard. That’s pretty much par for the course at this level.
Different manufacturers might use different names but
basically the BMW X7 is packed full of the latest technology
and luxury materials you would expect to find in a car of its
kind.
They’ve even gone the whole hog and given it a big chunk of
power. BMW is basing the Dark Shadow edition on the
range-topping M50i variant, offering exceptional performance
from its 4.4-litre, 530bhp, Twin-Turbo V8 petrol engine.
Despite only being a sack of potatoes shy of 2.5 tonnes that
V8 engine can still drag the X7 to 60mph in under five
seconds, and it has to be limited to 155mph. That’s not just
quick for an SUV...that’s just quick. BMW has also included

the M Sport exhaust system as standard so it also sounds the
part, and that’s on top of the active steering and intelligent
suspension that allows such a big car to handle and drive like
a much smaller one.
So would I choose to drive a BMW X7 Dark Shadow?
Unfortunately not. I’ve no doubt it will be very well made,
handle well, be comfortable and luxurious, and be very well
equipped. It’s not even the fact that only 10 of them will ever
be sold in the UK, will cost in excess of £100k, and will most
likely all end up in London. I can’t quite put my finger on it
but I just get the impression the BMW X7 Dark Shadow is
trying a bit too hard, and as a result it’s just a bit too
ostentatious.
I’m absolutely convinced it’s a brilliant car, but I’d still choose
the Range Rover.
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City Treats by Godfrey Hall
As restrictions begin to ease, I can still
see it being a long time before travelling
abroad will be back to normal.
However, when that time eventually
comes and I am sure it will, many of us
will be looking for those short city
breaks which are easy to arrange and
give us a chance for a few days of bright
lights and retail therapy.
 Over many years writing and travelling,
I have visited a large number of cities
around the globe and had the chance to
investigate many of their delights.
 For those making a first visit, look at
the major cities as it is often a good
way to get an overview of what is on
offer. In the past few years, a number
of Hop On Hop Off Bus Services have
appeared around the world such as the
Hop On Hop Off Tours and Big Bus
Tours providing a chance to stop at
sites that are of interest. One word of
warning, make sure you pick up a map
of the designated stops when you
board and check the last bus as I have
sometimes been caught out at the end
of the day when a service has failed to

turn up.
 If you want to dig deep into the
history and take a rather different look
at what is on offer, then it’s worth
investigating some of the smaller
companies that might be able to suggest
an exclusive tour or a bespoke service.
Often these have exclusive access to
certain attractions or concentrate on
one aspect of a city.
 For example in Wellington, New
Zealand, Hammonds Tours will provide
an exclusive unique visit around the
city, which is both informative and also
realistically priced. I used them a few
months ago visiting the botanical
gardens and the local shoreline.
Walking excursions are another option
as are food tours, which are very good
and provide a chance to taste local
food, wine and beer. I enjoyed an
extremely well organised visit  around
Montreal in Canada, when I have the
chance to try out the local poutine and
several beers originating from a range

of nearby microbreweries.
Ghost tours are another novel
way of seeing somewhere after
dark. There are some excellent
ones in the city of Bath and also
Exeter. For real devotees, you
can even go around the Stanley
Hotel in Estes Park not far from
the city of Denver, Colorado
famous as the setting for
‘Stephen King’s Book the
Shining’.
 Searching out somewhere to
eat in cities can often be
somewhat of a nightmare, however I
have found that once I have located a
suitable eating place it is good to go
back several times. There are for
example some very good small
restaurants close to the railway station
in Venice and also over the other side
of the lagoon on the Lido. Another idea
is to ask one of the staff at your hotel
where they might eat. This can often
open up some very interesting venues.
Local people enjoy eating mid-day and
so department stores can be a good
source, particularly in countries where
the cost of living is high. In Geneva, the
Manor Department Store close to the
lake, provides an excellent well priced
menu. In Lisbon, I once ate in a council
restaurant located next to their main
offices and open to the public whilst in
Geneva I used a college café. In Zurich
and Frankfurt, I found some University
restaurants which were also open to
the public.
 Railway stations are also a good place
to try. Some of these can be quite
impressive, particularly in cities such as
Paris or Vienna. Often they contain a
wide range of snack bars and take-a-
ways. Frankfurt main station is ideal for
hot local delicacies such as bratwurst
and the Central Grand Station in New
York has some wonderful eateries
below ground. Another possibility are
the botanical gardens and parks such as
the one in Singapore or Halifax in
Canada. Cities can also often have
specific areas such as Chinatown or a
Jewish quarter. The Jewish restaurants
in Krakow Poland are excellent as are
the Chinese take ways and cafes in
Chinatown, San Francisco.
 If you are visiting a city for the second
time, then you could try to eat some
more unusual sights.  Cemeteries often
reveal a great deal relating to the
history of a nation. In Auckland, New
Zealand I found the grave to the first
governor whilst in the Père Lachaise
Cemetery in Paris you will find the

graves of Chopin, Oscar Wilde and
Sarah Bernhardt the famous actress.
Many cities now provide tours which
take you underground into passageway,
catacombs and even the sewers. One
really fascinating tour takes under the
streets of Berlin and explores the
bunkers and hidden passageways of this
intriguing city.
 If you are intended to stay for a while,
then there are usually some good offers
if you decide to use public transport.
These can include two or three day
passes or the purchase of a card which
can then be powered up each time you
travel. Be warned however that some
of these schemes limit your travel to
certain zones. I was once almost fined
for travelling unintentionally beyond the
limit of travel in Helsinki, Finland, so it
is an idea to check before you leave as
to the areas the ticket will cover. In my
case, the zones had been changed the
day before my journey!
 In most cities, a travel card will
provide transport on all services. You
may also even be lucky to find
somewhere where the travel is
provided free of charge. Free tourist
passes can be available at your hotel so
it is worth asking when you arrive.
 Some cites may have certain days
when it is free to enter museums and
national monuments. Often many of
the sights are free to enter or very
cheap compared with the UK. If you
are a student or over 60 you should
ask if there is a discount, so be sure
you can carry some form of ID with
you at all times.
 Finally, it’s a good idea if flying, you can
pick up a local map or deal with any
queries at the airport information desk
so that you are well prepared. Also ask
about cheap transport into the city. For
example taking the local bus or
stopping service could save you a lot of
money!

Words and pictures © Godfrey Hall

Town Square Krakow, Poland

New York skyline



55

Features

Climate Change Refugees
If we accept that climate change is now inevitable, we should
perhaps get used to expecting the unexpected. Nothing was
more unexpected this year than the arrival, in Somerset, of a
fabulously exotic and spectacularly rare pair of Black-winged
Stilts. These elegant birds turned up at the Wildfowl and
Wetlands Trust’s Steart Marshes reserve near Cannington.
The birds are in fact so rare that they were the only Black-
winged Stilts in the entire UK. Not only did they ‘turn up’ but
they also managed to incubate and hatch two eggs, the first
ever successful breeding for the species in Somerset. The pair
nested in a secluded area of the wetland reserve, building their
nest on a small island to help deter predators, the chicks
hatched on Thursday 9 July.
It is impossible to confuse the striking Black-winged Stilt with
any other species. They are tall elegant waders with sharply
contrasting black and white plumage, a long, delicate, pencil
thin bill and impossibly long, bubble-gum pink legs. The two
Steart Marshes chicks looked like brown and cream mottled
powder puffs that were propelled along by an extra-long pair
of gangly legs.
The arrival of exotic species in Somerset, and the rest of the
UK, certainly communicates the urgency of the climate
situation. Black-winged Stilts are one of a growing list of
species that should probably be classified as ‘climate change
refugees’.  Ecosystems are changing so quickly and so
unprecedentedly that many bird species are shifting their
ranges north, escaping rising temperatures and prolonged
droughts in southern Europe. Unfortunately, the places they
once called home can no longer support them. Evidence of
some bird ranges shifting northward in response to climate
change may be an exciting prospect for local bird watchers,
but it would be a mistake to think that the mobility of birds
somehow makes them totally immune to the effects of climate
change.
Somerset is in a unique position to welcome birds as they
move north to escape the worst effects of climate change.
Being situated in the south of the UK we are close to the
bird’s original ranges and we now have a fantastic assembly of
large, often interconnected, wetland reserves that replicate the
habitats needed by some species as they move north.
Somerset’s Avalon Marshes, a large landscape scale
conservation project in the Brue Valley, already play host to
climate change refugees that include exotic species such as
Great White Egrets, Cattle Egrets, Night Herons and Little
Bitterns, all of which now breed in Somerset. Other species
such as Glossy Ibis regularly turn up and some bird ecologists
even suggest that we should be planning for the arrival of
species such as Pelicans and Greater Flamingos!
While the seriousness of climate change is now undeniable, it’s
impossible to predict exactly how individual species will be

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 see what’s new….
Advertise online
It is also the perfect place to advertise online. All our hits are
genuine UK readers.
So when you advertise on Leveller.Live it is to the same
customer 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
Or Juliet on
Levellermarketing@gmail.com

affected,
especially far
into the
future. What
has been
proven in
Somerset is
that if we
create the
right habitat in
large enough
quantities at
least some vulnerable species can be saved, at least in the
short term.

Andre Blacker is a local ecologist
and can be contacted at moreliaecology@gmail.com

Here now

And in the future?
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Just a Minute
For more than 180 years, the Wells City Band have played for
the people of Wells. In times of sorrow, as well as at moments
of great joy. Unfortunately, because of the Covid-19
restrictions, all the band’s practices and bookings had to be
cancelled, but for the past five months the band’s players have
continued practising at home. They still managed to contribute
to the Thursday evening thanks for the NHS and play
individually for the V.E. Day Commemorations.
The clock is ticking
But with no bookings possible for the foreseeable future they
now need your help. Please could you support them by buying
a minute of time? They are selling their minutes for £5 each.
How does this work? OK, let me explain. With the help of
Marc Fisher from The Gallery, they have wound up a clock
that will be placed in a box and which will, inevitably, stop
eventually. But when? That is for you to guess. So your £5
buys you the right to guess the time at which the clock will
stop. Marc Fisher will reveal all at the end of August. If you
guess the right time or near to the time, then you could win.
Closest guess gets the £200 first prize, second is £50. There
are other prizes of £25 and the Wells City Band history book.
But they are committed to give prizes to a value of 10% of the
profits.
If you want to enter then write your name, address and guess
the time the clock will stop (it is a 12-hour clock so state am
or pm). Then send your information with a cheque for £5
payable to Wells City Band to Jane Hill, Wells City Band,
Town Hall, Market Place, Wells, BA5 2RB. For more
information contact janehill546@aol.com

Fleet Air Arm Museum gets new
funding
The National Museum of the Royal Navy is to get emergency
additional government funding to secure its future. The
closure of the Museum which includes the Yeovilton Fleet Air
Arm Museum, left a shortfall of £6.35 million in its income
leaving it on the verge of insolvency
It is a lifeline for the Museum which was on the verge of
having to declare itself insolvent within the next month.
They will now be able to begin the investment it needs to
remobilise its sites in Portsmouth, Gosport, Hartlepool and
Yeovilton and will be making announcements about dates for
reopening, in the coming weeks.

First published in 1954 and a book that
many of us have read at some point in
our lives, Lord of the Flies was written by
the Nobel Prize-winning author William
Golding. It was originally entitled Stran-
gers from Within and was rejected more
than 20 times before UK publisher Fab-
er and Faber became interested, al-
though at first the title was rejected as
being “rubbish and dull”. When the
manuscript was further reviewed it was
given the new title of Lord of the Flies.
When it was published it did not have
the instant success that Faber and Faber
believed it would. It was a struggle to
sell; only shifting around 3,000 copies.

But as time went on it became an inter-
national best-seller, selling over 25 mil-
lion copies in English alone.
The story begins when a group of boys
are stranded on a deserted island after
the plane they were on crashes. They
are the only survivors. What follows is a
story of how the boys first try to gov-
ern themselves, only for it to turn into
anarchy and chaos that involves savagery
and terror. Not all of the boys will sur-
vive.
Allegorical
At an allegorical level the story covers a
number of themes. Evil and power are
just two main ones. As a group they try

to govern and find a way of working to-
gether to not only survive on a deserted
island but to live and work together until
they are rescued. But the story soon turns
into a hellish tale of the end of innocence.
There have been three film adaptations of
Golding’s Lord of the Flies: in 1963, 1975
and latterly in 1990. In 2018 an all-female
version of the book was filmed called Lady-
world. Lord of the Flies was also adapted for
a stage play, first performed by the RSC in
1996 and went on to a successful tour of
the UK.

John Fish. The Last Word Book Review.
@TheLastWord1962

Great Books That Nearly Never Made It by John Fish
3. Lord of the Flies by William Golding

Strode to be mothballed
Strode Theatre has announced that it is to be mothballed for the foreseeable future. Despite support from grants, patrons,
Friends and supporters, the theatre has continued to struggle. Only around 5% of Strode Theatre’s annual costs are met by
public funding, so the COVID-19 pandemic was always going to be tough. The theatre relies on a vibrant and loyal community,
who in normal times attend more than 550 events each year as audience members, use the bar and cafe facilities daily and hire
its spaces for performances and events. The loss of income from these activities at the beginning of lockdown put Strode
Theatre at risk of immediate and permanent closure.
With the Job Retention Scheme closing at the end of October, no clear picture yet on what new public funding might be
available, and a quite understandable reluctance of audiences locally and nationally to return to auditoria, Strode Theatre has
had to remain closed.
As a consequence, at the end of last month they took the heart-breaking decision to enter redundancy consultations with staff.
The plan now is to reduce staff costs to almost zero, mothball the theatre, and prepare for a time when it is safe for audiences
to return, and patrons are happy to do so. Strode Theatre will open again. It is important to stress that. The Leveller® will keep
you updated on those plans. AL
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Our
Community

(you can find The Leveller
in all these places)

Somerset Cultural Diary
Well another month has gone by and I don’t
need to remind you that nothing much has
changed in the arts scene.
Only this time there are some green shoots.
Glance through our culture section and you’ll
see some  light at the end of the tunnel.
For now we are still offering you a cultural
section which hopefully will offer some ideas
that may act as boredom relief while we wait
for things to return to normal.
But events are returning - take a look and see
what is coming soon!
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 we have something to put in it!

Lights, camera and action - The Brewhouse is Back
For many arts centres around Somerset, lockdown has been a tough time. So it was with something of a sense of relief that we
heard that The Brewhouse Theatre in Taunton is preparing to welcome back film fans and families to the riverside theatre in
August.
Obviously there are still challenges around providing staged events and the Government has been less than helpful with this.
Nevertheless, for theatre fans who have missed the true experience of a live performance, Event Cinema provides the
opportunity to see stage mega hits including The King & I, Kinky Boots, 42nd Street and a 25th anniversary celebration of
Riverdance.
And as Brewhouse Marketing & Communications Manager, Gareth Peebles, notes “thanks to the hard work and determination of
Staff and Volunteers over the years, TTA (Taunton Theatre Association, who run The Brewhouse) can look forward to seeing audiences
return.”
New safety measures
A lot of work has gone into ensuring the safety of staff, volunteers and audiences when The Brewhouse opens its doors again.
On-site changes include a new and adaptable ‘one way system’, making use of the entrance on the St James Street side of the
building. Dedicated arrival times for screenings, split into two
'bands' to minimise the number of people arriving at the same
time, plus reduced seating capacity, catering for social
distancing. Not forgetting all of the now commonplace
COVID-19 safeguarding measures including increased cleaning,
hand sanitisers and PPE for volunteers and staff.
BrewCinema fans have grown to expect certain standards
from this much loved independent cinema and August’s line-
up doesn't disappoint. The month starts with the multi-award-
winning Parasite, followed closely by 2020 Jane Austin
adaptation, Emma, and The Invisible Man starring Elizabeth
Moss. While topical cult classics, Spike Lee's Do the Right
Thing and Priscilla Queen of the Desert complete the line-up,
offering audiences a chance to reflect on recent cultural shifts.
Alfresco events too
But cinema isn’t the only thing back on offer this August, as
the summer welcomes the return of The Brewhouse's popular
season of FREE outdoor family activities including Mosaic
Making, Willow Weaving and walkabout theatre with The
Naturals, all outside in the fresh air and with strict social
distancing measures in place.
And there are other activities that lend themselves to social
distancing. A range of Online Youth Masterclasses gives 11-18-
year-olds the chance to write stories, compose music for the
sound track of a community film, make masks and learn dance
moves with the stars of West End shows including Six,
Hamilton, We Will Rock You and Wicked!
It may not quite be business as we know it, but it is good to
see life returning to the theatre in our county town.
Find out more on The Brewhouse website
https://www.thebrewhouse.net/listings/cinema/
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SWT need your help
There is never a good time to have a pandemic. But for
Somerset Wildlife Trust Covid-19 struck at the worst time
possible. The spring usually sees the peak of their membership
and fundraising activities with staff and volunteers out on their
reserves. Instead, many of their recruiters and staff are still
furloughed, volunteers are at home and public events
cancelled until at least the end of August.
Things are getting tight. They have an urgent need to plug a
£200,000 gap in income, in order to continue the work that
they do.
PSo they’ve launched an emergency appeal in the hope that
you can help them return their operations to normal as soon
as the rules around social distancing make that possible.
To donate please visit
www.somersetwildlife.org/emergencyappeal

Jenny Graham At ACEarts
It is great to see some life starting to seep back into our
gallery spaces, and one of the first off the mark is ACEarts in

Somerton’s Old
Town Hall. Jenny
Graham’s exhibition,
simply titled,
‘Somerset’ is already
open to the public
and runs until 12th

September. The
exhibition explores
the varied landscapes
of our county in
painting, etchings and
constructions, and
the works were
created during and
after Lockdown. The

large paintings drew both on the artist’s photos and sketches
and her memories from 35 years of living and working in the
county; the etchings came after the end of major Lockdown
and explore the graphic qualities of our Somerset landscape;
whilst the constructions have been made from objects found
in the area near her home.
Following the success of ACEARTS’ first ‘virtual’ exhibition,
Leonard Green’s ‘In Search of Northern Soul’, the gallery will
again utilise the virtual ‘The Abstract Gallery’ for Jenny’s show.
The online exhibition can be accessed at
https://www.acearts.co.uk/exhibition-2020/

A Cake for the Gestapo by Jacqueline King
It’s still the potato season in Jersey and during my own
lockdown in Somerset, I’ve missed buying freshly dug Jersey
Royals from the honesty stalls in the lanes of the island I come
from.  The potatoes begin in March now under plastic sheets.
But once, the potatoes grew more naturally and the season
was shorter, from May to August. They were digging potatoes
when the island was bombed, 80 years ago. The Heinkels
roared over them in the early evening of Friday 28 June 1940,
mistaking potato lorries for tanks. They bombed the innocent
little harbour of La Rocque, blowing children off the harbour
wall, killing bystanders and destroying many houses. A small
child was strafed along the beach, and potato pickers on the
nearby slopes ran for their lives.
Forgotten history
The islanders were left reeling with shock, including many of
my own relatives and family friends. A few days later, that
lovely part of the British Isles was occupied, under the direct
rule of Adolf Hitler. Effectively, the islanders were put under
lockdown for five years, under martial law, in a prison without
walls and with no communication with the outside world
except, months later, brief Red Cross letters which took
months to arrive.
Although the islanders were treated with respect on the
whole, they were put under curfew, not allowed to meet in
groups of more than three without permission and went very
hungry indeed. German was mandatory in schools and the
national anthem was banned.
While teaching in Somerset (I spent 16 years at Charlton
Mackrell school), I realised that this part of our country’s
history had been forgotten. The children were fascinated.
They wondered how they would have reacted. I ran a few
Occupation Days, with cookery classes and make-do-and-
mend ideas.
An idea forms
It got me thinking. When I visited my mother on the island, I
interviewed occupation veterans, read through family
accounts, remembering stories I’d heard as a child. Then, I
began to concoct a few characters with the Jersey attitude –
which is rebellious, wily and witty. A book, A Cake for the
Gestapo, began to evolve and soon I had a gang of kids in my
head. Basing all their actions against true events, I made them
react as the enemy grip grew stronger.
Writing the book was an anxiety. Real people died, and the
community is small. I was lucky enough to find an exceptional
agent and publisher who understood my concerns and
worked with me. My book was published a week before
lockdown! Sadly lockdown meant I missed the launch, and the
75th anniversary of the Liberation of Jersey, where I was to
speak. More importantly, I missed the 80th anniversary of the
bombing in the potato fields. But, as I bought my spuds from
the local greengrocer, George in Castle Cary, I remembered
the people who died as they went about their ordinary,
innocent business of digging and delivering Jersey Royals, as
they had done unharmed for so many years, and I hoped I had
done them justice. Perhaps, if you eat any Royals this year,
you might give them a thought too.
The jacket was designed by a young illustrator, Isla Donohoe.
It shows the potato slopes, the cotils as they are called, and the
children of my imaginary gang reacting in terror as the
Heinkels roar in low above them. But one boy stands
defiantly, aiming his catapult at the pilots. That about sums up
the Jersey attitude.
A Cake for the Gestapo by Jacqueline King is published by Zuntold,

ISBN 9781916204201 Free bag of Jersey Royals at George’s,
Greengrocer, Castle Cary if you show him a copy of the book.
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Help!!!
Yeovil Chamber Choir is looking for a new Musical Director
with previous experience of choral conducting to start in
September 2020 or as soon as possible afterwards. It has all
been very unfortunate. Their Musical Director was obliged to
return to New Zealand at the start of the COVID-19
pandemic.  He wasn't entitled to any government support as
he isn't a UK citizen, so without any schools to teach in, no
choirs to conduct, his income disappeared overnight.
The Choir, which has 20 singers from Somerset and Dorset,
is an amateur mixed-voice choir with a fine reputation.
Founded in 1993 at Yeovil College it was re-formed as a
registered educational charity in 2000.  Rehearsals follow the
academic calendar and the Choir perform concerts at least
three times a year.
The repertoire is broad, including both accompanied and a
cappella music.  The Choir's next public performance was
planned for Wednesday 1 July 2020 at St Andrew’s Church,
Preston Grove, Yeovil.
They fully accept that in these uncertain times it is going to
be well nigh impossible to arrange auditions until at least the
autumn. But time catches you up sometimes and they would
like to hear from people who are interested so as to get the
process underway
Anyone who is interested in finding out more about the
position should go to Yeovil Chamber Choir’s website
www.yeovilchamberchoir.org for details, or telephone the
Chairman, Vee Cockerell, 01935 882 604, or the Secretary,
Elizabeth Gowers, 01935 425 383.  Short-listed candidates
will be interviewed and auditioned in Yeovil in the autumn.
Applications must be received by Monday 31 August 2020 in
the first instance.
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Cheese and Grain toughs it out
As the last major music venue in Somerset, the Cheese &
Grain in Frome is something to be regarded as precious.
Throughout the lockdown, though, the stage has been empty
and the building closed. This was inevitable for a venue that
relies on income from well attended live music events and a
busy event bar. Almost all its other activities, events and uses,
including markets, are subsidised by this income. As the Chair
of the Cheese & Grain Board of Trustees, Pepita Collins, puts
it “the situation is under constant review, but it is likely that we will
not be able to open until the live-music events are both allowed by
law and are financially viable” and again “The Cheese & Grain will
reopen only when it’s safe to do so”.
Uncertain future
Of course the government announced last month that £1.5bn
would be provided in a fund to support the arts. Venues like
the Cheese & Grain should see something of that. But how
much, when and how to apply remain shrouded in mystery.
The Mayor of Frome, Anita Collier says: “The Cheese & Grain
fulfils a vital role in the arts and cultural offer in the town. It
operates on a not for profit, community basis providing an
important community service and is home to many local
organisations. The Town Council, as the tenant of the Cheese &
Grain, continually works to support it in this role. It's obviously good
news that the government will be supporting theatres and music
venues like the Cheese & Grain and we await the detail to find out
if Frome venues will be supported. As a council we fully value the
amazing contribution made by all of our local venues and theatres
and Frome Town Council have been working closely with the
management at the Cheese & Grain to ensure that it has a future."
Although the running of the Cheese & Grain is through a
Community Interest Company, the building itself was
purchased by Frome Town Council several years ago. So its
success is important to the town and the town council. The
purchase was funded through Public Works Loan Board loans.
In 2020/21 the loan repayments made by the town council
amounted to £94,950. And a similar amount will be due to be
repaid next year.
Community support
In the meantime as the Cheese & Grain is run by a local
community organisation, they need your help and support to
remain viable until such time as live events are allowed again.
So, for instance, if you have tickets for a gig, please hang on to
them; they will be automatically valid for the new date. Last
month the venue did start refunding tickets for those who
can’t make new dates,
or in cases where a
band has had to be
cancelled. The Cheese
& Grain is also offering
credits to customer
accounts as an
alternative. Having a
credit against your
customer account not
only helps support the
venue with cashflow during the pandemic, but will also save
you money on future booking fees. However it will not come
as a big surprise that the box office will have to remain closed
for ticket sales and enquiries for a while yet, although tickets
for events towards the end of this year and for next year can
be bought online.
Pepita says customers have been understanding and loyal to
the venue and wants to pass on a warm thank you for all this
support during these tough times.

Ilminster Arts Centre at
The Meeting House

We’ve had some more great news from Ilminster Art Centre.
They are reopening their doors at the beginning of September.
It's been a very hard few months with the centre being closed
- so many people in the area around Ilminster have missed the
community space, gallery, workshops and cafe. Now however
the imposing old stone Unitarian chapel looking down on
Ilminster from its position on East Street, will be up and ready
for visitors from the 1 September.
The gallery will feature a new exhibition aptly titled 'Creative
Caboodle' This show will include work by: Sue Bishop, a
painter based in the inspiring Derbyshire countryside who
does flowing watercolours and bold acrylics; painter Margaret
Micklewright, with her individual, exuberant style that often
includes large wild seascapes and coastal canvases; Pauline
Kite, another painter who has recently taken to producing
fascinating textile work with intricate textures. Plus there’ll be
an exhibit from The Little Paper Factory who create exquisite
Kirigami art and quirky models, their detailed, comic and
eclectic work well known in Glastonbury area.  Sculptor
Stephanie Hobhouse, a talented 3 dimensional artist whose
animal portraits are very sought after is also in the group. And
last but not least, Chris Ackerman will also be showing her
painting & prints, mainly produced in Thailand where the
bright colours, warmth  and exotic scenery inspire her work.
More of the regulars are slowly creeping back! Whether that
is the much missed cheese scones in the café, the readers
group in a new timeslot on the 2nd Friday of the month from
12.30pm, and the regular “Art Chest” children’s sessions.
Keep an eye on their website or facebook page for all the
latest news.
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While Arts Council, government and
union emergency funds have helped,
the impact of the pandemic on the
Somerset professional creative sector
has been profound. For freelancers
who make up the majority of the
workforce, closed venues mean
cancelled work, postponed
commissions, and for staff, they mean
potential redundancies. Despite recent
investments like those to Seed in
Sedgemoor and East Quay in Watchet,
Somerset’s creative infrastructure has
been fragile since 2010 when support
and advocacy from the county council
became restricted to heritage and
libraries, this effectively discouraging
other investment.  For most it is a
break-even scenario at best. Post
Covid, there are now real concerns
that jobs and employment
opportunities will simply not return,
and that workforce protection will be
further weakened.
The headlines are stark. Glastonbury
Festival and Carnival parades cancelled,
Somerset Art Works reporting
significant advertising and sponsorship
losses, Strode Theatre “taking the
heart-breaking decision” to enter
redundancy consultations with staff in

order to mothball the theatre. There
are others and there will be more
casualties.
However, the massive upsurge of
online creativity in the lockdown
suggests no shortage of demand,
whether from people making things
themselves or enjoying work made by
others.  Bridgwater Quayside festival
ran entirely online this year while
Actiontrack, Brewhouse, 10 Radio and
others have been able sustain delivery
with online workshops and classes and
digital commissions. Craft suppliers
report huge increases in orders. Some
freelance designers have been able to
build up their brands online.  It’s
arguably now more important than
ever to ensure everyone has the basic
skills and access to go online.
Somerset Film runs a limited tablet loan
programme to address this need. It’s
equally important to find ways to
channel money direct to content
makers and creatives to help build a
more resilient sector.
Not everything can be online. Cultural
organisations and venues that can re-
open are doing so gradually. Village hall
promoters consider future
performances in recreation grounds

and car parks.  Companies like Blue
Bird Theatre assess the economics of
drive in events.  While many remain
reticent about re-engaging with life
outside their homes, rebuilding
participant trust and confidence and
building new relationships is going to be
a challenge. Wassail Theatre report
“finding it more important now than
ever to reach out to our immediate
community, to listen to them, and to
represent them."
There are increasing calls for a joined
up cultural strategy for the SW,
acknowledging that the arts play a front
line role in supporting mental health
and vitality, and are an essential part of
the public realm – a space in which
commercial interests, governments,
charities, pressure groups, and private
individuals can interact and where
disputed ideas, images and values can
be safely explored.  In this time of
Covid and related global climate and
social justice emergency there is
growing awareness that ‘business as
usual’ isn’t working.  There are growing
calls not just for a reset of the status
quo, but for a re-think.
How might change happen?  More in
the September edition.

The Wells Festival of Literature organisers can now confirm
that festival fans can put October 16 to 24 in their diaries.
Aware of their responsibility for safeguarding contributors
and audiences, the Festival Committee is listening to experts
and watching developments before making final decisions
whether delivery will be live and/or streamed from Cedars
Hall; online from writers’ homes; or even a combination.
Whatever the mode of delivery, there will a cornucopia of
topics with exciting and challenging speakers. Desperate to
share the names, organisers are thrilled that wraps can begin
to be removed as so many of the writers have firmly
committed to contributing to the Festival in whatever form.
Readers of The Leveller® will know that poet laureate Simon
Armitage and book group event novelist, Max Porter are
committed and may have heard rumours of two further
names. Unlike her brother, who recited Homer’s Illiad on a
Glastonbury stage with Billy Bragg in 2000, Rachel Johnson
may never have been to the Glastonbury Festival. She will,
however, be appearing alongside Glastonbury Festival
inspiration and creator Michael
Eavis in 2020 to share her
memoir, Rake’s Progress: My
Political Midlife Crisis, indiscreet,
witty, honest memories of her
disastrous quest to become an
MEP and transform herself from
journalist to politician. Michael’s
book, written with daughter
Emily, Glastonbury 50, celebrates
50 glorious years of the Festival –

from free milk and £1 tickets to the largest green fields
festival in the world.
Catering for all tastes
More to come: there promises to be something for everyone.
We offer a rich menu for you to pick from:rules of contagion,
spies and thrillers, the story of China, Oliver Cromwell,
unconscious bias, food, rewilding, Jane Austen’s Bennett
sisters…. Add to this household names like newsreader Tom
Bradby’s espionage novel, junior doctor Rachel Clarke’s take
on the NHS, Charles Spencer’s story of the 1120 sinking of
the White Ship, A.C. Grayling’s history of philosophy, Charles
Moore’s whodunnit gig on the fall of Margaret Thatcher…
and as if that was not enough, there are even more to come.
Look out for a special ecological event, in partnership with
Somerset Wildlife Trust.
More names will emerge so keep an eye on local press,
online news and social media, subscribe to the festival’s
mailchimp, join the Friends, check the Facebook page or look
for updates and details on website

www.wellsfestivalofliterature.org.uk/. Don’t
forget that around 2% of every ticket funds the
Festival’s life-changing creative projects and
literacy support in local schools, events which
have been continuing, despite lockdown, and
will be even more needed in the wake of these
strange times.
Wells Festival is so pleased to be able to
provide something to look forward to this
autumn!
www.wellsfestivalofliterature.org.uk
Tilly Mortimore

The pandemic and the arts in Somerset by Phil Shepherd

Dates for the 2020 Wells Festival of Literature!
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A Bicycle Built for Two

A new business started up last month to encourage pairs of
cyclists to explore the Somerset Levels. From a base in Pitney,
Mike Dunning is hiring out tandems. The business has started
out with a stock of 10 hand-picked tandems. The bikes are
made by leading brands such as Dawes, Thorn (from nearby St
John Street Cycles, Bridgwater), Trek, Orbit and Jack Taylor.
Four pedals better than two?
Mike and his partner Helen Smith are both keen cyclists.
They’ve spent many happy days exploring the Somerset Levels
themselves. But they’ve been further afield too, including a
tour of the Outer Hebrides. This Mike describes as “hard work
with some serious headwinds, but the spectacular scenery, fine food
and Scottish hospitality more than made up for it.” Most of which
can be said for Somerset too, albeit maybe not the
headwinds…
Somerset Tandem Hire can be contacted on 07787 723003 or
at mikewdunning@hotmail.co.uk.

More Wheels Around Langport
COVID-19 has been a disaster in many ways. The economic
costs are only just starting to be felt. But even out of a crisis
some good things can emerge. With more time on their hands
than usual a few friends started gathering at ‘The Bridge’ cafe
in Langport as a base for cycling around the Levels. Now it has
morphed into a cycle club. The group is free to join, no
charges or administration; they exist simply to encourage
more people to get out on their bikes. They’d like new
members to be able to ride at an average pace of 10-15mph
on routes from 20 to 50 miles.
They meet at The Bridge in Langport on Saturday mornings. If
that sounds like your cuppa and you want to find our more
please feel free to contact Brian Manning: mobile
07763878032; email briansetten@gmail.com

Kirkham Street Field Update
The Trustees of the Kirkham Street Field Trust are working to
save the last bit of green space in the centre of the town of
Somerton. The land which is owned by #Somerset County
Council is being sold, to provide funds towards building a new

school on the
western edge
of the town.
However the
Trust is trying
to buy the field
to prevent it
from being sold
for development.
The fundraising has been going well. In the last month members of the
community donated a total of £32,000 (bringing the total to date to just over
£55,000) and the Trustees, through The Leveller® would like to express their
thanks to everyone for helping.
And there is more good news. On 15th July Somerton Town Council decided
unanimously to grant £25,000 to Kirkham Street Field which brings the total sum
raised to over £80,000+; all in the space of a bare few weeks since the lockdown
began to ease!
The campaign to secure this Field for the Community will include making further
contact with possible benefactors and businesses as well as accepting donations
 via George James Estate Agents.  They have put a notice in his window for this
purpose.
Now another Public Event has been planned for 26 September in the afternoon
to open up a discussion with the community on how the Field can best be used
for the benefit of the community, by using some draft design ideas which you can
see here.

Dancers in Lockdown
Somerset photographer Len Copland has been photographing
a personal “Dancers in Lockdown” project working  with local
dancers. Normally these budding Darcey Bussells would be
rehearsing with their friends in dance studios and theatres
across South Somerset.
But during lockdown they have been forced to rehearse at
their homes. So the photographer decided to record these
youngsters enjoying their passion in the comfort of their
homes. The portraits comprised of one at the front door and
one in their garden. Our cover photo shows Lottie, aged 13
from Merriott who attends Helen Laxton School of Dance in
Yeovil.
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Walters Words of
Wisdom

Sometimes you come across little gems that
are all the more wonderful for being so

unexpected. And this is just one such
example for which we are very grateful to
our Bagehot research team for spotting.

Of course Walter may have had the gift for
understanding and anticipation, but he was surely not
clairvoyant.
Despite which when we read these notes we could hardly
restrain the instinctive reaction that he “must have known”!
Yet we have restrained the impulse and must tell you that
much as the ideal may appeal, this was clearly written for
someone who was…..
Not Boris
Judging from information necessarily imperfect, we have
formed an ad interim opinion that Mr. Johnson is very like an
average Scotch tradesman, very shrewd, very pushing, very
narrow, and very obstinate, inclined to take the advice of any
one with more knowledge than himself, but unable to act on it
when opposed to certain central convictions, not oppressive,
but a little indifferent if his plans result in oppression, and
subject to fits of enthusiasm as hard to deal with as fits of
drunkenness.
[“The Assassination of Mr. Lincoln”, The Economist,” April,
1865 – re VP Andrew Johnson becoming President]

More information on Walter can be found at
https://sites.google.com/site/walterbagehotlangport/




