
Worth a fiver?
At the end of last year Sensyne plc, a UK-based public company
announced it had done a deal with Somerset NHS Foundation
Trust (The Trust) to buy “1.1 million anonymised patient records”.
Which records? Well The Trust includes Musgrove Hospital in
Taunton as well as our community hospitals such as Frome,
Chard, Shepton, Bridgwater and Glastonbury and the mental
health service for the whole county. The deal opens up so many
questions about the ethics of research and ownership of medical
records, it is hard to know where to begin.
But to be clear, this is a commercial deal. The Trust acquired
1.11% of the company in return for the data and a commitment
by Sensyne to pay them £250,000 every year for five years. That makes each piece of medical data supplied worth
approximately £5.
Let us start with what exactly has been sold. Sensyne plc in their release to the London Stock Exchange describe what they
have bought as “anonymised patient records”. When we challenged The Trust on this they told us “The agreement with Sensyne is
not the sale of patient records. We will provide anonymised patient information to support research into specific projects.”
Data or the whole record?
As you can see we are already dealing with semantics! Hardly surprising as this is after all a sensitive subject. What The Trust
really mean is that they are not selling your whole patient record, they are selling data that is relevant  (see page 28)
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Editors’ Code
The Leveller® adheres to the
standards set out in Editors’ Code.
We operate a complaints
procedure. If you wish to complain,
please write to, or email the editor
in the first instance (contact details
as below).
Where to get your copy
The Leveller® is distributed on the
15th of the month via a network of
local shops and pubs (see our
website); we are very grateful for
their support.
Our values
● Fair in our coverage
● Independent in our views
● Locally produced
● Promoting local enterprise
● Sensitive to the environment
● Careful with your data
Our Team
Editor: Andrew Lee: levellereditor@gmail.com
Staff Writers : Ancient Pistol: ancienpistolet@gmail.com
Sub Editor: Kate Roberts
Ad Manager: Ruth White levelleradvert@gmail.com
Ad Sales Executive: Juliet Barber levellermarketing@gmail.com
Art & Design: Rob Hutchinson
Social Media and IT: Henry Porter
Advisory Board : Anthony Gibson, Paul Bell
Advertise with us
We have a simple rate card offering ad sizes from an eighth
of a page upwards. To request a rate card contact
Ruth: levelleradvert@gmail.com or on 07973 758728
Juliet: levellermarketing@gmail.com  07544 737860
LevellerLive
For all our social media and online work we use the
LevellerLive brand. You can find us on @LevellerLive on
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube.
For news between issues,  go to our website: leveller.live
Copyright and ownership
All material, written and pictorial is © Leveller® Publishing
Group unless otherwise stated and may not be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form,
without prior express permission in writing.
The Leveller® is an independent free newspaper published &
distributed each month by the Leveller® Publishing Group. It
is owned by Even Handed Licensing Ltd of Great Western
House, Westover, Langport, TA10 9RB.
Regular columnists
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Recycled news
Since the inception of The Leveller®, one of our goals has been
to reduce our carbon footprint. This is not always easy with a
hard copy newspaper. We do a lot of recycling, especially of our
monthly returns. We have worked on reducing the weight of
paper over the years. This reduces waste and also improves the
speed of process we can use.
Recycled paper chase
What we have not managed to date, is to find an acceptable
quality of recycled paper to print. So you’ll have noticed our
papers have usually been printed on quite a high white paper.
Recycled paper comes in a variety of forms. It is certainly not
necessarily cheap. Nor is it the case that the cheaper form of
newsprint that your daily paper is printed on is necessarily
recycled either.
To cut a long story short we have, together with our printer,
found a good quality recycled paper. This, our first edition for
2021, seemed like a good point to introduce it. You’ll see the
paper is not as white as usual. This actually should make it easier
on the eye, even if it doesn’t have quite the ‘clean' finish of the
old paper stock.
We hope you like it and we aim to use it into the future.
Treated
As before, we continue to have copies of The Leveller® treated
with an anti-microbial wash as part of the printing process. This
reduces any possibility of infection spreading on the surface of
the newspaper. You should not notice any difference in the look
of the paper. It is simply a safety measure which we will
continue to put in place until the COVID-19 pandemic subsides.

Hattie hangs up her hat
We start 2021 with sad news. After some 10 years working
with The Leveller®, Hattie Bowler is retiring as one of our
regular writers. We are of course sad to see her go. But
everyone’s time is finite and we wish her every success in life
beyond The Leveller® (is there such a thing?).
It is only right that we acknowledge her enormous contribution
to our newspaper from the start. Hattie was at the forefront of
our investigative journalism from the very beginning. Whether
working as part of the team or sniffing out her own leads, her
instinct has been proven time and again to be on the money.
The Leveller® will not be quite the same without Hattie. She will
be a very hard act to follow.

Another Lockdown by the editor
After the debacle of a short notice lockdown in December we
were forced to abandon our December issue. Once bitten
twice shy. This time we were ready and although the number of
ourlets for our paper has been depleted, we will be getting it
out to you.
However I cannot let pass, as editor, the fact that poor
coordination of decision making has created quite unnecessary
risk to the people of Somerset.  On Monday 4 January
Somerset primary school children were asked to attend school.
On the evening of the 4 January the Prime Minister ordered all
primary schools to close to all but children of emergency
workers. We deplore the fact that Somerset school children
were sent to school, enabling them to enhance the risk of
spreading COVID 19 among themselves and the households of
their parents.
There was no information available on 4 January that was not
already known on the 3 January. This was avoidable. The Prime
Minister could have avoided it. And didn’t.
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Letters to the editor

Dear Editor
Thank you so much for printing my short piece on raising
much needed funds for the RNLI. The publicity has helped to
raise over £500 in donations for which the committee are
extremely grateful.
The "Saving Lives at Sea"" programme on TV has provided a
great insight into the constant rescue work the RNLI have
maintained through this difficult year.
Once again we would like to thank you for your help &
support in highlighting our efforts for the charity.
With kind regards
Mary Mullineux
Secretary to Somerton & Langport Area Branch RNLI
Muchelney

Dear Sir,
Reference the letter in the November edition of the
"Leveller" from Margaret Lewis who has been trying to get in
touch with me.   I am pleased to let you know that thanks to
your kindness in printing her message we have been able to
make contact again.
Yours sincerely,
Niall Christie
Editor’s note. We are always happy to help to use our letters
page for similar correspondence from members of our
community.

Dear Editor,
Somerton Music and Arts Festival has been entertaining the
people of Somerton and helping to bring newcomers to the
town for over 30 years. Starting life as Somerton Summer
Arts Festival, every July we put on a 10 day event of music,
arts, education and entertainment to suit all ages, tastes and
interests.  Most recently we have incorporated the word
Music into our title, registered as a Community Interest
Company and introduced a one day Music Festival
‘Somerstock’ into the line-up. We aim to have a good mix of

local artists and entertainers as well as bringing acts to
Somerton that we may otherwise have to travel to see.
With all this going on, it is not surprising that some people
may think that we must be a commercial business staffed by
paid employees.  This is far from the case and every now and
then we need to make a clarification.
Therefore, we would like to put on public record that we are
run by unpaid volunteers who devote a significant portion of
their life to keeping the festival going; purely out of their love
of arts, music and the community. The CIC annual accounts
are freely available and our financial objective is to have
enough funds in the bank at the end of the year to ensure we
can sustain the following year.  Any surplus is generally re-
invested to make the festival even better and donations are
made to local organisations or charities.  In addition, we
donate surplus from the Somerstock event specifically to
named local charities and the community. In 2019 we gave
over £1000 for St Margaret’s Hospice who also raised a
similar amount on the day.
We continue to value the support of our community and if
anyone feels they have any skills and experience to offer us
or just share our passion for arts, music and/or the
community then you would be most welcome to join us.
This could be on our committee, as a steward in town or
Somerstock or just helping out throughout the year with
ideas and practical support.
Whilst we are living in difficult times, we are optimistic that a
sufficient degree of normality will resume next year to allow
our events to take place safely, even if we need to make
some changes including, potentially, restructuring  the event
to meet the numbers able to attend.  As such, tickets for
Somerstock 2021 are back on sale and will stay at the early
bird rate until the end of January 2021 and we strongly
encourage purchase now to avoid disappointment and to help
us plan a great event ! With our headline act, The Christians
and many other fantastic bands (including many popular local
acts), top class food, drinks, and fun for all the family we look
forward to seeing you all next year.
In the meantime, we appreciate your support with special
thanks to our ticket holders, sponsors and advertisers.
The Festival Committee
www.somertonartsfestival.co.uk
www.somerstock.com

Dear Sir
Private roadway Park Lane?
How come Park Lane North of Drayton can be classed as a
private roadway and worse still be gated?
In my own time I have driven freely down this byeway.
Another individual in Drayton remembers driving stock down
this lane to market.
This ancient right of way, byeway major drove to market can
never be classed as 'private' land surely?
It appears Somerset Highways finds this 'too-hot' a potato to
take on?
Other readers of your good publication will also have
evidence laying open this roadway down the years, I am sure.
Yours faithfully
John Highnam

Dear Editor,
Around 10,000 people are diagnosed with the pancreatic
cancer every year in the UK and around 500 will be from the
Somerset, Wiltshire, Avon & Gloucestershire area. Tragically
more than half of people with will die within the first three

A Message to the People of Somerset from
the High Sheriff of Somerset

When the sun set over Somerset for the last time on New
Year’s Eve, I thought of Tennyson’s poem: “Ring out the old,
ring in the new, Ring, happy bells, across the snow: The year is
going, let him go”.  And what a good riddance to 2020 I hoped
that would be.   With two vaccines approved and every
agency ready and waiting to distribute them, there really did
seem to be hope of a new dawn in the morning of the New
Year.
How misplaced that seems now.  We are back to where we
were all those months ago.  All those charities, inspired
individuals and impromptu groups responding to the needs of
their neighbours are again needed across Somerset.   We
really showed how we valued our communities during those
bright days of spring;  it is going to be much more difficult in
these dark, cold days of winter.
We may not be able to meet but there is the telephone or
even the garden gate.  Your voice is worth a thousand texts
or emails to those who have no one to share their isolation
with.  We must dig deep into ourselves and reach out across
the fields and across the streets for we are the community of
Somerset and we care.
Mary Clare Rodwell
High Sheriff of Somerset
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Dear Sir
Twenty-five years ago, I lived in a village near Guildford
where I was renting a cottage in the grounds of the village
pub.  The pub was a Free House and the landlord owned it
with a mortgage. Unfortunately, whilst it had a reasonable
lunchtime business, the evening trade consisted of a meagre
handful of locals plus customers on their way home
elsewhere.
After various efforts to increase trade, the landlord and his
wife eventually saw the writing on the wall and committed
the heinous crime of applying for change of use to purely
residential premises.  Oh dear, the village erupted to such an
extent that they just shut down the business, ceased to use
the licensed part of the premises and eventually let the
license lapse (their business rates were based on turnover!)
The landlord returned to the computer industry where he
earnt a decent living for less work.  Two or three years later
he accepted an offer from a consortium of better off villagers
and moved nearer his new job.  Fifteen years further on the
pub seems to be a profitable venture – but that illusion
probably depends on the rent charged by the consortium.
I am convinced that this pub has survived only because of the
support of a small part of the community.
Nowadays I live in a Somerset village with its shop, school
and pub.  I feel guilty that I only visit the pub once or twice a
week and one of those visits is for a takeaway. However,
when there’s an event such as Wassail, Christmas or New
Year I feel much less guilty because, looking around the
unusually crowded bar, I ask myself who are all the strangers
chatting with such animation?  But, they are not strangers –
they are villagers who visit the pub once, twice, maybe thrice
in a year.

So, whilst the “Save our Crown” group have the right
intention in wanting to keep their village pub open, the only
way it will happen is if many (most?) of them put their hands
in their pockets to some extent or another and commit to it.
Steve and Jacqui Chastell are another couple caught out by
our changing times.”
“PeeWee”
(Actual name and address supplied)

Dear editor
So much of what constitutes news today is all about the
coronavirus and so much else that would normally find its
way onto the screen and the papers is buried without even a
mention,
On the scale of what is important, I would say the fate of the
world from nuclear warfare comes pretty high up the lists.
Yet we have heard virtually nothing about the recent decision
by the United Nations General Assembly to make ownership
and development of nuclear weapons contrary to
international law. This follows the addition of Honduras to
the list of 50 other nations subscribing to the international
treaty against nuclear weapons.
As a result of this treaty, from January 22nd, any nation having
or testing such weapons will be in breach of international law.
What an opportunity to win the approval of the world at
large and simultaneously to save money, this historic decision
presents.
No news in this case is decidedly good news
Yours sincerely
Malcolm Elliott
Ilminster

Dear Editor,
In these days of many closed pubs and cafes etc I am writing
to let your readers know that there is still at least one pub in
the area which is open for Sunday lunch all the afternoon.
Most of those who were offering this facility seem to now be
finishing at 2pm. The Old Pound at Aller serves a lovely
Sunday lunch at a reasonable cost and is open through to
Sunday evening.
This could be very useful to those families or individuals who
aren’t able to eat at lunchtime, for whatever reason.
Like many other pubs the Old Pound is welcoming customers
to keep the business afloat and I thought there may be some
of you readers who would find this information useful.
I do not have any links to the pub and haven’t been promised
a free meal if you are able to publish this ! Just wanting to see
a village pub survive and thrive in these difficult times.
Phil Stone
North Curry

Letters to the Editor

Letters to the Editor
We are always happy to read your letters and emails and
publish the most interesting ones each month.
However we do not publish letters sent anonymously.
We recently received one that asked “Do you dare to publish
this”. The answer is, no, not if you don’t dare to put your
name to it….
You can write to:
The Editor.
Leveller Publishing Group, Great Western House,
Westover,
Langport TA10 9RB
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Council meetings - or not
Public Notices

8

Nearly all councils have now cancelled regular meetings in the
light of government advice on dealing with the Covid 19 virus.
Which leaves the question, how do I get in touch with my
council. Most council staff are still on duty, but working from
home so in nearly all cases you should be able to contact the
council.
All councils are advising the public not to visit their offices
unless absolutely essential.
This month once again, rather than details of meetings, we’ve
posted contact details for the main councils in our area.
Town Councils
Bridgwater Town Council  01278 427692
Bruton Town Council  01749 813014
townclerk@brutontowncouncil.gov.uk
Burnham on Sea & Highbridge Town Council 01278 788088
townclerk@burnham-highbridge-tc.gov.uk
Castle Carey Town Council  (01963) 359631
town.clerk@castle-cary.co.uk
Chard Town Council 01460 239567
Crewkerne Town Council 01460 74001
Frome Town Council 01373 465757
info@frometowncouncil.gov.uk
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

Young Volunteers Wanted
Healthwatch Somerset asks young people: 'How could
health and social care services work better for you?'
Healthwatch Somerset wants to find out, so they are
recruiting young volunteers aged 11-24, to design and
deliver an important and influential new Young Listeners
project.

If you are aged 11 to 24 and interested in volunteering,
or if you work with young people and want to find out
how to get involved:
visit the Healthwatch Somerset website,
call 0800 999 1286
or email info@healthwatchsomerset.co.uk

mailto:ytc@yeovil.gov.uk
mailto:ytc@yeovil.gov.uk


Public Information

Moon Phases
 First Quarter 20th January
Full 28th January
Last quarter 4th February
New Moon 11th February
Planets
At Sunset Jupiter and Saturn
are low on the South-West
horizon and both set before
6pm in February while Mars
still dominates the evening
sky and sets just after 1am,
Venus is a brilliant morning
Star in the South-East during
January but is sinking fast and
is to close to the Sun to be
seen during February.
Constellation
 You can miss Orion the
Hunter now as it is high and
prominent in the South
during the evening. Look out
for the red giant Star
Betelgeuse top left which
varies in brightness and white
Rigel bottom left which is 75
times the diameter of our
Sun, under the three Stars
which form Orion’s belt you

will see the Orion Nebula a
Stellar nursery.
Celestial Events
On the evening of 21st

January we have the Moon,
Mars and the Planet Uranus in
the same part of the sky,
Uranus is almost impossible
to see with the naked eye but
sweep below Mars with
binoculars and what looks
like a greenish Star is actually
Uranus.

Sky Diary by Paul Adamson

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/

The Somerset Day
15 January
  Sunrise   8.02 am
  Sunset    4.42 pm
15 February
  Sunrise   7.24 am
  Sunset    5.26 pm

Markets
by Hattie Bowler

Here once again is our small
directory of markets with the
where and when they are held.
And if you’d like us to add one that
you are aware of that we’ve missed out - please do get in
touch. At the time of writing all these markets were going
ahead as usual. Obviously be aware that may change, but for
now food outlets are allowed to continue selling as before.
But please observe the social distancing advice as far as
possible.
Barrington Producers Market: Village Hall, 4th Saturday of the
month 10am - 12 noon.
Bridgwater Castle Market: Fore Street Friday 9am-2pm
Castle Cary Market: Market Place, Tuesday 8.30am-2.00pm
Churchinford Village Market, Village Hall, 1st Saturday of the
month 10am-12noon
Drayton Market: Village Hall, 3rd Saturday of the month,
10am-12 noon
Frome Independent. High Street 1st Sunday March-December
Glastonbury Country Market:: Town Hall, Tues 9am-12.30pm
Glastonbury Farmers Market: Market Cross 4th Saturday of
the month 9am - 2pm
Hatch Beauchamp Produce Market: Village Hall 2nd Saturday
morning of the month
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
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Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages

Langport flag in London
exhibition

Question: What is the connection between a 14th-century
mystic from Norwich and a flag on Langport’s North Street?
Answer: A new exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum.
Taking its title “All will be well” from an adaptation of a saying
of Julian of Norwich (who was a she by the way) “All shall be
well” is an exhibition of rainbow artworks from around the UK
made by children during the pandemic.
Every year the Huish and Langport youth group create the
flags that decorate the High Street running through the centre
of Langport. They are an amazing sight, full of colour and life.
And this year a flag was made to honour key workers and say
thank you. That flag, the work of Grace Green, Lily Sell, Lucy
Watford and Alice Wichbold has now been chosen as one of
the items to be included in the V&A’s exhibition.
In the introduction to the exhibition, the V&A describe the
various work from around the country as “joyful artworks”
and goes on to add “These homemade rainbows became an
international signal of hope and animated streetscapes around
the world during lockdown.”
What a fantastic achievement for
little old Langport to be included.
Well done to everyone involved and
we’ll look forward to seeing the flag
again one day when it returns from
the exhibition.
You can find out more about the
exhibition “All Will Be Well:
Children’s Rainbows from
Lockdown” at
https://www.vam.ac.uk/event/jVdW
My2G/all-will-be-well-children-s-
rainbows-from-lockdown
The exhibition is free and runs until
Sunday 21 February.

Big grant win for Business Group
There are many grants out there. Sometimes too many.
Tracking down the ones your organisation can apply for,
finding which criteria you meet, or don’t meet, then filling in
the forms. It is all a very time consuming business. Langport
Area Business Group (LABG) were lucky to have Andrea Pyle
to do just that. And it paid dividends as they’ve been granted
£2,500. The money has to be spent by 31st March. Which in
these COVID times may prove harder than it otherwise
would have done.
Four areas
There are four main areas funded by the grant, which is
restricted & time-sensitive. First LABG have a new town map
coming out to highlight the many excellent businesses and
services available in the town and its immediate surroundings.
The grant can be used to help with the publishing and printing
of the map. The business group are also hoping to gather a
new photobank of professional photos of Langport and the
grant may be able to fund that exercise.
The group are also hoping to be able to spend the money on
marketing. That would include advertising, social media
business promotions and potentially helping fund group
meetings (if the social distancing rules make this possible).
It may be that some of the money cannot be spent and has to
be handed back. But even so it should help the group grow
and enhance its presence in the heart of Somerset.

While you’re at it…..
Wales and West Utilities were carrying out a set of works
around the village of Huish Episcopi in November. Local Cllr
Keith Peto noticed their vans and asked if they could do a fa-
vour for the community. The War Memorial on the corner of
Field Road and The Hill doesn’t have any dropped kerbs in
front of it. This meant that some veterans were finding it in-
creasingly difficult to access the war memorial.
Cllr Peto suggested that the contractors might be able to drop
the kerb while they were doing their other works. The com-
pany happily agreed, without all the red tape that so often
stops simple common sense jobs from being done.
Well done all involved.

High Ham with Low Ham Parish
The middle of the second lockdown seems a good moment to
look back on the role of the church in our community. With
our churches closed at Easter for the first time since 1208,
our experience is probably mirrored in numerous other
parishes.
High Ham, and its attendant hamlets, is geographically
relatively large, but lightly populated compared to the average
urban parish. Small villages have a strong sense of community,
so within a couple of days from L-Day in March there was a
rota of local practical volunteers, while our rector, Reverend
Jess Pitman and our curate, Reverend James Bell-Winfrow,
tackled the problem of offering what they could in the way of
spiritual support. There were virtual services, complete with
contributions from parishioners, every week, backed up by
printed pamphlets delivered to those who wanted them. Once
things began to open up, we were able to have Morning
Prayer and Evensong in the churchyard, eventually moving
back inside for a couple of Holy Communion services.
Fundraising had to continue, and we managed to tackle this by
delivering a summer cream tea and a Harvest Ploughman’s
around the parish. Our village school is a church one, and Jess
has kept in touch with the children via online Communal
Worship – we were delighted to manage to get the youngest
children into church in September for them to look around.
By Remembrance Sunday we were back in lockdown, but
people were able to stand, socially distanced and wearing
masks, around the War Memorial in the churchyard to
observe the occasion, and afterwards file through the
beautifully decorated church. Christmas still lies ahead.
The Union flag flew from the church tower from March 23rd

until July 4th, when restrictions eased. It’s flying again now, a
symbol of one parish’s communal and mutual support and
goodwill.

Congratulations
Every so often Langport produces a fine crop of young
businesses that put the town firmly back on the map again.
So we’re delighted to see that in the short list for this year’s
Somerset business awards are the following:
Small Business of the year
The Bridge bakery, Langport
Harry’s Cider, Langport
Investing in Somerset
The Bridge bakery
Start up of the year
Lucy George of Langport
Well done! The awards night has been delayed to march in
the hope that it can take place as usual. We wish all the
finalists the best of luck and have a great evening

10



Advertisements

11



Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages

We would say this wouldn’t we?
Let me tell you a story. In 1996 Hachette, the French company
I worked for, sent us off around the various Hachette
companies in the US to learn from each other. In New York
we received a very excited presentation about America Online
(most of you will know it today as AOL). We were shown
electronic versions of magazines using something called
American Newstand. We were all I think, impressed at what
the technology could do. The closing message from the
presentation has always stayed with me. It was this. “Go back to
your companies and make sure that all our magazine publishers are
moving to electronic copies. We confidently predict that hard copy
newspapers and magazines will cease to exist by the year 2000.”
Now I don’t know about you, but the last time I walked past a
W H Smith there were still plenty of hard copy newspapers
and magazines. We have always had a tendency to write off old
technologies far too quickly.
Why am I telling you this? Because of a discussion that took
place at Somerton Town Council at the end of November.
They published a report that looked at recruiting a Media
Officer to the town council. The document can still be seen
and read on the Somerton Town Council website in the Full
Council papers for November. The problem here is this. In
scoping the role of the Media Officer, traditional media, such
as, er newspapers, are not actually mentioned once.
In the end they concluded “that rather than having one person
covering the full range of the role it would be of more benefit to
have the P&C committee taking collective responsibility for
managing social media and supporting the Clerks in all aspects of
the role.”
Responding to us on the matter, Cllr Sue Pither explained “STC
formed a small working party to look at the Council's use of social
media. The group looked at different social media platforms, the
existing Social Media Policy, along with the possibility of recording
council meetings and whether additional resource was needed to
manage any extra work.
The Report had a narrow focus, just looking at social media.
However the Council's Community Engagement Policy (available on
the website) sets out our commitment to using all forms of media,
including print, to better engage with and communicate to our
residents. We support the monthly print publication The Viaduct
which is delivered to all residents of Somerton. The Promotions and
Communications Committee (P&C) which was formed in 2015 have
regular meetings which can be attended by members of the public
and the press. The decision of the Council was, rather than employ a
specific social media officer, to task the P&C Committee with
developing and monitoring the Council's use of social media.
We would welcome the Leveller to future P&C's meetings (our next
meeting is on the 19th January via zoom) as we value the
publication and respect the role of print media in challenging and
holding the Council to account.”

In Camera Meeting
On 14 December Somerton Town Council held an “extra”
meeting. The point of the meeting was to discuss the cobbled
area outside the Parish Rooms. Press and Public were excluded
because the item was considered commercially sensitive. On
this occasion that seems reasonable as potential legal action is
involved. Obviously having been excluded from the meeting,
we cannot give absolute clarity on what has been disputed.
What we can tell you is this. STC and the contractor are in
dispute over the work that was carried out. STC’s solicitor
attended the 14 December meeting. Hopefully more details
will be made available to the public at the January meeting of
the council.

Somerton project shortlisted
If I said GAGA to you, you might be confused. You could of
course assume I was questioning your mental faculties. I
would never do that! You might think I was referencing a
popstar. Nearly as unlikely, but not impossible. But perhaps
you would not be expecting me to be telling you about the
Galvanizers Association Galvanizing Awards. Or GAGA for
short…
But there you would be wrong. The reason being that
Exmoor-based metalwork specialists, West Country
Blacksmiths, have had one of their projects shortlisted for
the 2020 GAGA Construction Awards. The project is the
Courthouse Mews development in Somerton on the east end
of West Street. The former Courthouse gallery and West
Street shops have been converted into eight apartments and a
two-bedroom house.
Testing their metal
The bespoke metalwork was designed and made to complete
and complement this development. It includes a fully
automated gate with decorative archway, over 53 metres of
wall-top railings, six Juliette balconies, handrails, balcony
railings and a bench. There is nothing low-tech about being a
blacksmith these days. They used a range laser, scanning and
Cad designing, CNC profiling, forge work and highly accurate
quality fabrication to produce the metalwork.
The award has now been running for 26 years, with previous
winners including The Eden Project in Cornwall and the
Imperial War Museum in Manchester.

New “hub” in Somerton
Many charities have a set of objectives with a single focus.
There are plenty of charities that work with veterans. There
are loads that have as their focus looking after abandoned,
mistreated or unwanted dogs. Service Dogs UK has gone one
step further. And put those two things together. The charity
aims to partner rescue dogs with veterans of the Armed
Forces and Emergency Services who have been diagnosed
with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).
All the dogs are rescue dogs. Each dog is selected to partner
a veteran. The veteran is then taught how to train the dogs,
look after them and become a responsible guardian to the
dog. The journey takes around 9 months. The dogs usually
have a positive impact on the veteran and of course a rescue
dog is given a new and caring home.
The charity has now opened a South West Hub based in
Somerton and West Camel.  The team have been recruited
and so have their first two dogs, Patch and Bella, who are
rescues from The Dogs Trust.
You’ll see  the teams all busy and out and about in Somerton
on Saturdays.
The dogs will soon be paired with their veterans and together
they will begin their nine month training programme. At the
end of it the dogs becoming fully accredited assistance dogs
under the guidance of our experienced training team led by
Nigel Rousell.
Nigel has been with the charity since it’s start up 5 years ago
and says ‘It is a challenging and incredible journey which has
been so successful on the South Coast and we are now
looking to bring that success to our new based in  Somerset”.
We would encourage interested Veterans or Veteran Support
Teams to get in touch either via our Website
www.servicedogsuk.org or contact Nigel Rousell directly at
nigel@servicedogs.uk.org.  We are also interested in hearing
from potential volunteers and fundraisers.
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Messy about boats
Bridgwater Town Council (BTC) has found itself caught up in a
row over Bridgwater Docks. The docks have been leased by
the Canal and Rivers Trust (CRT) for many years. However,
the ultimate owner of the freehold of the docks, is in fact
Somerset County Council (SCC). The lease from SCC to the
CRT ran until July 2020 but has been allowed to roll on since
then. However the CRT have finally given notice that they will
hand the lease back on 1 March this year. This is where things
start to get messy. CRT have a full repairing lease. Which
means they are obliged to make good – or pay for someone
else to make good – the docks so that they are handed back in
good condition. Now there appears to be a dispute between
SCC and CRT over how much work is needed or how much
should be paid to put the docks into an appropriate condition.
Whither the boats?
Meanwhile, to allow work to start, the CRT have given notice
to all the boat owners with boats moored in the docks to
move their boats by the end of this month. The boat owners
are not happy and have launched a petition which has already
picked up hundreds of signatures. Petition organiser and boat
owner Tim Gilbert says “We oppose this request on the grounds
that the request is premature whilst discussions are ongoing to try to
secure a successful future for the docks, which includes retention of
the boats and moorings. We are concerned that instructing boat
owners to find other moorings whilst Coronavirus persists potentially
causes risk to health, especially as movements to other areas is
restricted and options to move locally are non-existent.”
Meanwhile it is understood that SCC would like to dispose of
the docks.  We asked SCC about their plans and the current
state of play. An SCC spokesperson told The Leveller® “We
welcome the continued efforts of Bridgwater Town Council as it
seeks to identify interested parties to take over the future of the
Docks and look forward to discussing the proposals further. In the
short term the Canal and Rivers Trust (CRT) has made it clear it
wishes to terminate the lease at the beginning of March. In order to
do this the Trust must first undertake key maintenance works,
discussions on the extent of works required are ongoing.
We appreciate this is a difficult time for boat owners and in the
meantime we’re keen to explore all options with the Town Council
for transferring the site or to find a new owner.”
Sedgemoor District Council are apparently not interested in
buying the docks, but as the statement from SCC notes,
Bridgwater Town Council (BTC) are. They see the docks as “a
key component of the tourism, historic and ‘Blue Heritage’ offering
for Bridgwater”. Of course BTC know that owning a docks is no
picnic; the costs for repairs and maintenance can be high. But
they don’t want to lose what could be a major tourist asset
either.  AL

Playing fields can stay
Sometimes it is very hard to understand how or why an item
can be confusing. Galmington Playing Field was gifted to the
Borough of Taunton by Andrew Hamilton Gault in December
1931, and registered as a charity in December 1962. Today
Somerset West and Taunton Council are the sole trustee of
Galmington Playing Field Charity. They also have a duty to
oversee the Charity’s objectives. The stated objective of the
Charity is the “provision and maintenance of a Recreation Ground
for the community as a whole”.
So a simple person might ask how that specific piece of land
could ever be anything other than a playing field. Is it not a
simple matter of law. Clearly not. Bizarre as it may sound,
SW&T acting as trustee to the charity, was asked to vote last
month on the principle of selling a small part of the playing
field adjacent to Musgrove Park Hospital to Maggie’s Cancer
Charity. The council was forced to consider the motion “to
authorise officers to discuss leasing the land to Maggie’s rather
than selling it.”
Unsurprisingly (in these eyes anyway) the motion was lost. 44
against, 5 in favour, 2 abstentions. At issue here is not
whether we like cancer charities or not. At issue is
recognising the legal status of a piece of land and the
obligation of Trustees to maintain the objectives of the
charity whose trustees they are.
Leader of SWT, Councillor Federica Smith-Roberts, made it
clear after the vote “The Board of Trustees made their decision
having considered all the information before them. While we
cannot accommodate them in their preferred location, we will
continue to work with Musgrove Park Hospital and Maggie’s
Cancer charity to see if we can facilitate them bringing their
support centre to Taunton.” AP

SDC buys Bridgwater Retail
Sedgemoor District Council (SDC) has used delegated
powers to approve a major new investment. Cllrs McGinty,
Bamsey and Slocombe signed off on the deal. This was also
approved by the council’s chief legal and finance officers. It
was announced on 23 December. If we were being
uncharitable, we might say that close to Christmas sounds a
bit like trying to avoid it being noticed. But it is a New Year
so we will refrain from being uncharitable.
The exact details of the purchase are, you’ll be staggered to
hear, considered commercially sensitive. However we can
confirm that the Leggar Retail Park and the Clink Retail Park
in Bridgwater will be purchased by the council. The retail
parks represent a substantial chunk of the retail capacity to
the north of the Town Centre and just west of the A38. It
appears that for the moment at least, all the critical
information relating to the cost and terms of the deal are
being hidden from taxpayers.
This is certainly a welcome change in policy from a District
Council in Somerset.
Until relatively recently, large sums of Somerset tax payers
money have been spent on investments. However the vast
majority of those investments have been in other parts of the
country. In other words your taxes are contributing to the
health of the economy in, for instance, the city of Worcester,
Hampshire or Buckinghamshire.
Following criticism of this policy, over the last couple of
months there has been an apparent change of direction.
Several recent investments have been made in Somerset.
South Somerset investing in Yeovil Football club’s ground for
instance. Or Mendip starting a policy of investing in new social
housing. The investment by Sedgemoor in retail in Bridgwater,
appears to be part of this pattern.
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Radio Ninesprings DJ
makes a noise

Jake Hunter, a former pupil of Preston School in Yeovil, is one
of five nominees to win through to the finals in the ‘Young
Person of the Year’ category in the annual Community Media
Awards. Jake was just 17 when he began hosting the daily
Drive Show on Yeovil’s Radio Ninesprings. He combined his
hosting duties with studying creative media production at
Exeter College.
Aged 18, after two highly successful years, Jake departed
Yeovil in September having got a job at the world’s biggest
LGBT radio station, Gaydio, based in Manchester.
We’d like to congratulate Jake on his nomination and wish him
every success in his future career in radio.

Recognition for helping the
Yeovil Homeless

I suspect Iona White would say the timing could not have
been better. Having done something similar in Bath and
Bristol, two years ago Iona started going to Yeovil to help the
homeless. And then COVID 19 arrived. It might have
overwhelmed a lesser mortal, put them off, or at least caused
them to pause their work.
But not Iona. Every Tuesday night (she’s not missed one, come
rain, hail or shine) she loads up her van with warm clothing,
tents, sleeping bags and sanitary items. Then there are freshly
prepared, hot savoury tray-bakes, apple crumbles, home made
cakes and soups. All prepared in her home kitchen in Babcary.
She parks up in Yeovil near the bandstand and distributes her
supplies to the homeless. Six months ago she and her son Jack
(who helps her), put their work on a more formal footing,
setting up a charity Help the Homeless (charity number
1189539). Of course the work she did was already underway
long before the pandemic, but in the past 12 months it has
become ever more vital.
Besides her charity work, Iona still finds time to run a
successful florist business, Bloomingdale Flowers, in Babcary.
That is no picnic either. You have to be up early; Iona makes
the hour-long journey to the flower market at 4am. Then,
having made up the various flower orders and organised
delivery, she is off collecting clothes and donations for the
homeless.
Kind deeds
These days she gets regular support from local businesses too.
Levitos provide fresh bread and Hunts of Sherborne help with
food. From the public she gets donations of clothes which are
meticulously sorted by size and type of material. Many of the
homeless have addiction issues and this means they are
susceptible to skin irritation. Obviously, in recent months the
sort of fundraising events she could put on to get donations
for her work have been limited. However, generous donations
from the public continue to come in.
Her determination to help the less fortunate during lockdown
was admirable. Especially at a time when they needed support
more than ever. Mary Clare Rodwell, High Sheriff of Somerset
was so impressed that on 10 November she went down to
the bandstand in Yeovil to see for herself and to present Iona
with a High Sheriff’s Award. A number of her ‘regulars' gave
her a cheer as the High Sheriff presented the award. Iona told
us “I started three years ago when I realised I couldn’t sleep out at
night in the cold, and I wanted to help those who had no choice”.
She adds “There is a real need in Yeovil, we maybe see 30 or 40
people each evening we are here. And now we have four volunteers
who come out each evening to help as well.”

Musgrove Hospital
ahead of the game

We thought we’d like to start 2021 with a good news story.
By the end of this year the diagnostic capacity for Somerset
NHS patients will have been greatly increased. Diagnostics is a
bit of a buzz word, so what do we mean when we use it?
Medical diagnosis is the process of finding out which disease
or condition best explains a person's symptoms and signs. The
information can be collected from the patient’s medical
history and a physical examination. This might involve a series
of tests. These days, however, it is likely to involve some
state-of-the-art equipment too: think MRI scanners, CT
scanners, X-rays and ultrasound. And, this sort of kit does not
come cheap.
And there is a crisis within the NHS, as existing needs far
exceed the equipment available. In October 2020, a report by
Professor Sir Mike Richards concluded:
�� Diagnostic services in the NHS were reaching a tipping point,
as shown by the marked increase in breaches of the six-week
diagnostic standard in the past two years.
�� Without investment and reform in equipment, facilities and
workforce, existing waiting
�� time standards were very unlikely to be regained.
�� The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the pre-existing
problems in diagnostics.
�� New facilities and equipment will be needed, together with a
significant increase in the diagnostic workforce.
�� This expansion must start as soon as possible.
Getting enough diagnostic equipment in the modern NHS has
always been a challenge. CT or MRI scanners do not come
cheap. In July 2018 a brand new CT scanner costing £500,000
was delivered to Musgrove Hospital in Taunton. In December
2018 after the charity Love Musgrove raised £1m, a new MRI
scanner was delivered to the hospital. Happily this is an area
where Somerset NHS Foundation Trust (SFT) has managed to
get ahead of the game. It had already decided it did not have
the kit that it needed.
Taunton diagnostic centre
On 23 June last year Rutherford Diagnostic announced it had
reached an agreement to provide diagnostic equipment on
contract to an NHS trust. Shortly afterwards, it became clear
that the trust was SFT. Rutherford is planning on setting up
five UK diagnostic centres. It has raised £55m with Equitix to
fund this. The first centre is planned for Taunton. As you may
have read, this will be in the ill-fated Zenith Fire Control
Centre on Blackbrook Business Park. The company got
planning permission in September 2020 to start converting the
building into a diagnostic centre. The work has now started,
with Kier contracted to carry it out. The diagnostic centre will
be on the ground floor with office space on the first and
second floors. The diagnostic services on offer under the
terms of the agreement will include PET, CT, MRI, ultrasound,
endoscopy, X-ray and other relevant diagnostic services,
which will be facilitated by Rutherford Health’s long-term
technology partner Royal Philips.
In return, SFT will pay £1.9m every year for a minimum of five
years and potentially up to 10. Some people will look at the
£1.9m and ask if that is good value for money; perhaps the
same amount could be spent each year on buying new capital
equipment? The problem with that approach is that the
equipment requires highly trained (and expensive) people to
operate it. And space in which to do so. The deal with
Rutherford fixes the problem for Musgrove and the large
swathes of Somerset that the hospital serves.
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Website Woes
Over the years The Leveller® has, from time to time, ‘dropped
in’ on council websites to see how they are doing. After all,
local councils increasingly communicate with us via email and
website, rather than letter and paper notice.
Recently we were taking a look at Chard Town Council’s
website and were surprised to see it was not quite as it should
be. In fairness, Chard have a locum town clerk at the moment
after Andrew Gunn left the post last year. And clerks have
tended not to last long. Even so, in a council with a number of
employees, you’d hope the basics could be sorted.
The first thing we noticed was a lack of GDPR compliance.
This can get technical, but essentially boils down to asking
permission to use cookies and putting other legal notices
about handling data on the site. This is a legal requirement
which the law now requires. These all appeared to be missing.
The locum clerk, Paul Russell, told The Leveller® he would take
it up with the website provider “We have had some recent
works undertaken on the site but I will ensure this is resolved.”
Minutes matter
The other surprising omission, although many councils are not
good at this, was the lack of minutes. No agendas for town
council meetings or the minutes of those meetings were
provided for a period prior to March 2020. Here Mr Russell
told us that the website had only recently been commissioned
and historical agendas have yet to be uploaded. We would
have to say that it does not look significantly different at the
front end from the one being used over the past year or so.
But appearances can be deceptive. However Mr Russell
promised “Once again, I will look into this and have the issue
addressed.”
In mitigation Mr Russell also explained that the town council
has been without two full-time admin employees since March
2020. That must have put a burden on the administration,
although nine months later it seems surprising the council has
been unable to bring staff numbers back up again.

Different things
Sometimes, with the best will in the world, communication
can go awry. What is one person’s certainty, is open to
interpretation for another. So, we were puzzled when a few
Shepton Mallet residents got in touch worried that the local
hospital had been privatised. Mostly we were worried that if a
hospital was to be privatised we would have hoped to have
heard about it…
So, having spoken to all and sundry let’s clear this one up.
Firstly the Shepton Mallet Community Hospital is unaffected
by any changes. A spokesperson for the Somerset Foundation
Trust which runs it confirms that there is no change in
ownership, services or anything else. The hospital continues to
operate exactly as before.
What’s in a name?
Then there is the Shepton Mallet Treatment Centre next door
to the hospital. Care UK, who ran Shepton Mallet Treatment
Centre have rebranded as Practice Plus Group and the name
of the treatment centre has changed to Practice Plus Group
Hospital Shepton Mallet. The company describes itself as “one
of the largest independent providers of NHS services in the
country”. A spokesperson for the company told us “This service
has existed for 15 years and absolutely nothing has changed apart
from the name, as the door drop explained. We offer the same
treatments as we always have and we have the same staff and
management etc… The leaflets were merely to announce a change
of name, and do not in any way alter the service that is being
offered locally.”
And hopefully that is now all as clear as mud.

Stand up and be counted
In the last issue of The Leveller® we reported that Mudford
Parish Council had served a legal letter on South Somerset
District Council (SSDC). As a letter prior to seeking Judicial
Review of the decision, they made a number of allegations
about the conduct of SSDC in relation to the approval of 740
new homes in Upper Mudford. In response to the letter,
SSDC climbed down and suggested that they were minded to
send the decision back to the Area Planning Committee to
have another go. It is not immediately clear how that would
work. Because the Committee has made a decision, it cannot
unmake it.
Needless to say there are many other parishes around our
county that are fed up of having large amounts of housing
dumped on them. Many feel that they have been ignored and
walked over by their District Council into the bargain. So we
were interested to hear that Cheddar Parish Council is also
looking into the possibility of Judicial Review.
The site exercising minds in Cheddar is a former Yeo Valley
site north of the Axbridge Road. On 10 November,
Sedgemoor District Council approved outline permission for
up to 100 new homes and a residential care home. Later the
same month Cheddar Parish Council concluded their own
initial review of the decision. They concluded that policy EE3
of the Neighbourhood Plan which looks at development in
Cheddar may have been misinterpreted. The council set aside
£1,000 to instruct a barrister to look into the viability of
Judicial Review of the decision.
It would only be fair to say that Judicial Review comes with
risks attached. It can be expensive if you lose. But the fact that
parishes are even thinking about it says a lot. Increasingly they
are standing up and fighting back on behalf of residents who
feel their views are repeatedly ignored.

Local News - towns

Appeal to landowners in Frome
Frome Area Community Land Trust (FACLT) has renewed its
appeal to local landowners who might be able to offer land for
much needed affordable housing. The organisation, which is
run by volunteers, is dedicated to creating genuinely affordable
homes for local people in Frome. Their goal is to provide
stable, low-cost and long-term housing solutions.
Frome has a desperate need for genuinely affordable housing.
Rents and property prices continue to rise. This leaves local
people unable to afford adequate accommodation. Homes
provided by the FACLT will be principally offered to people
with a local connection who might otherwise be forced to
move elsewhere. And the Community Land Trust is
committing that their homes for rent will remain genuinely
affordable in perpetuity.
No social housing has been built in Frome for many years, and
current social housing proposals for the site at Easthill have
proved highly controversial. The North Parade Car Park may
go ahead but will provide very few homes.
Roger Saunders, Chair of FACLT knows only too well that
identifying suitable land is a frustrating task. Roger said “We've
been looking at a number of sites for some time now. Whilst one or
two remain as possibilities, many tend to be unviable for various
reasons, including problems with access or complications with
ownership. What we really need is for local people who own land,
whether these are small or large plots, to think about how they
might use their land to benefit the community – and get in touch
with us.”
If you have land and are interested in helping, or know of
someone with land who might want to talk to us, please get in
touch by emailing info@fromeareaclt.org for an informal chat.
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Bishops Barn at pace.
Snail’s pace!

In 1974, after nearly a century in the ownership of people of
Wells, ownership of the Bishop’s Barn somehow passed to
Mendip District Council as part of the reorganisation of local
government. The leveller understands that no money was
paid by MDC to take ownership.
The barn is a significant building of some historical
importance. It is one of only 200 Great Barns remaining in
Britain. As such it is a Grade I listed building and a Scheduled
Ancient Monument of national significance. Located close to
the Bishop’s Palace in the centre of Wells, the medieval
structure sits within a public Recreation Ground which
features a bandstand, Bowling Green, toilet block, and popular
play area.
For some time MDC have been committed to returning the
barn and recreation ground to the City of Wells. After a
meeting on 4 November with the city’s newly-appointed
mayor, Cllr Philip Welch, MDC reconfirmed its offer to give
back the Bishop’s Barn and Recreation Ground to the people
of Wells. At the time MDC told us “With discussions well
underway between the two parties, the District Council
hopes a speedy transfer can be achieved.” That sentiment was
echoed by Cllr Welch who noted “It is time they were
returned to Wells and I hope the long wait will soon be
over.”
So far so good. By 26th November meeting of Wells City
council Cllr Welch reported back that “The necessary
documentation has not been subsequently received from
MDC to take this forward.”
This should not be a difficult process. MDC got the barn and
recreation ground for nothing, so presumably they will not be
expecting payment to return it to the rightful owner?
However Cllr Osman noted that Wells City Council expects
to need to pay something in the order of £470,000 towards
the renovations that are needed. The council has this money
retained from the sale of Park Cottage. However it does beg
the question if some of that funding should be provided by
MDC. After all to the extent that renovations are needed to
make the barn fit for community use, then arguably MDC
should have carried out similar work under their own
stewardship.
Be that as it may.
By the December meeting of the City Council MDC were still
saying they were committed to making this transfer a success.
However they also suggested that the transfer would be
unlikely to take place before July this year.
Nothing in local government ever moves quickly.

Hokey Cokey
As of 21 December Castle Cary has a new Town Clerk.
Former clerk Zoe Godden is now working with Wincanton
Town Council. To fill the gap between her leaving on 31st Oc-
tober and new clerk Lisa Davis joining, the council appointed
not one but two interim clerks.
But the really curious thing was the way the new position was
filled. At an extraordinary meeting of Castle Cary Town Coun-
cil on 26 August, the motion “to consider splitting to Town
Clerk and Responsible Financial Officer post to form two posts
of Town Clerk and Responsible Financial Officer” was passed.
A further motion to advertise the two new posts and recruit
for them was also passed.
That was certainly unusual, but entirely reasonable. Different
councils do things in different ways.
But the idea did not, it seems have legs. Not enough as it turns
out, to get beyond the enxt council meeting of 26 September.
At that meeting Cllr Judi Morison proposed the Town Clerk
and RFO posts to be filled by one candidate. In other words
the two posts would be to all intents and purposes, be one
again.
The council then went on to agree the need for a full time
clerk and finally proposed that Lisa Davis would be it.
Confused? Us too….

New Year, New Post Office!
The City of Wells has now been without a central Post Office
for many months. The saga which we have followed closely in
these pages, has on occasion been comic.
When the old one closed in the square outside the City Hall
closed, the Spar was proposed as a replacement. The public
roundly rejected that idea as being too far from the city
centre.
Then Peacocks was named as a slightly unlikely replacement.
Only to be followed by an announcement that Peacocks would
also be closing.
So on New Year’s Eve the Post Office finally confirmed that
Wells will get a new city centre Post Office after all. That said,
it is not exactly central. However as it is to be located at the
bus station that will make it accessible for many which is
perhaps the most important point.
The opening hours are Monday to Friday: 9am – 4pm;
Saturday: 9am – 12 noon. By the time you read this, the new
service should be up and running. It was due to start at 9am
on 13 January.
So far so good. However don’t get your hopes to high. This is
only a temporary solution. The Post Office say they have
worked with the City Council to find a suitable solution and
presumably any new site proposed will also have the blessing
of the City Council.
Permanent solution?
However the Post Office are still working on plans for a
permanent solution. They tell us there is an interested retailer
who wants to take on Wells Post Office. They are progressing
their application to take over the service, but for now are not
prepared to say who it is or where it would be.
In the meantime, the current “out of town” Post Office at the
Budgens on St Thomas Street will get an extra counter.
A Post Office spokesperson told The Leveller® “We apologise
for any inconvenience caused by the temporary closure of Wells
Post Office. This has been an exceptional time with the coronavirus
pandemic and the knock-on effect on retailers. The branch had
been due to move to the Peacocks store before the business went
into administration. We were unable to maintain a Post Office at
the existing premises as the lease had expired.”
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South Somerset District Council
(SSDC) has shown a marked reluctance
to invest in property in its own
backyard. An investment programme
that started under former council
leader Ric Pallister with investments in
the Marks and Spencer and Wilkinson
sites in Yeovil, has moved on. Since
then, with up to £150m to invest,
SSDC has preferred to invest
elsewhere in the country. So the news
last month that the council would buy
the stadium of Yeovil Town FC and
lease it back to the club is something of
a surprise. But it is a pleasant one.
Having spent nearly £90m supporting
the economy in other council areas of
Britain, at last some local investment is
surely welcome? Investing in a football
ground will of course attract criticism.
We are not prima facie a sports
newspaper, but sport is an important
part of the social fabric of society.
Especially as for 16 years (until 2019)
Yeovil flew the flag as the only league
club in Somerset. So, although this may
be an unpopular move with some, The
Leveller® supports the idea of the
investment.
The District Executive meeting on 3
December unanimously approved the
investment which will take the form of
a purchase and 30-year lease back
arrangement. Yeovil Town's chairman
Scott Priestnall told the meeting “I'm
very grateful for and (this) is in the best
interests of the football club”. In addition
to the 11-acre site owned by the club,
SSDC do already own some land
adjacent to the stadium. Another
reason why the deal makes sense.
Public left in the dark
However, as usual for this uber
secretive council, all the important
details have been kept away from public
scrutiny. This is a major investment in a
local asset. It is important that local
taxpayers are informed as to how much
of their money is being spent and what
the risks are. And much as we at The
Leveller® applaud the idea of the
investment, we cannot pretend there
are no risks. Indeed Cllr and Executive
member Tony Lock pointed this out to
the meeting. According to Cllr Lock,
Yeovil were losing money before the
pandemic. And with the arrival of
COVID-19 and no supporters being
allowed in, things must have been very
tight. Many clubs around the country
have been pushed to the brink of
collapse.
Before we look at the questions that
have not been addressed to the public,

let’s take a look at the concept of
‘commercial in confidence.’ The fact
that a decision is about spending money
on a commercial deal is regularly used
by councils as an excuse to hide the
details of money they spend on our
behalf. There was, we would argue, no
need for this deal to be confidential.
SSDC could have made it a condition of
doing the deal with the club, that all
details would be put in the public
domain. Rest assured there is no queue
of people lining up to save Yeovil FC.
So although SSDC could have insisted,
they chose not to.
What questions would we want to
know?
Well how much the stadium was
bought for would be a good start?
How that compared to a professional
valuation of the property would be
another.
The rent to be charged would be a
good thing to know?
And any covenants that either side have
undertaken with each other?
And what the council have agreed in
the event that the football club
becomes unviable?
This last point is important. If the club
collapses, will a sports stadium simply
be paved over with housing? That
would be a double loss to the town.
Sports facilities are not in great
abundance in Yeovil and it would be
interesting to know what sort of
contingency plans the council have.
But as ever anything you might want to
know – indeed should know – about
what is being done with your money,
was contained in a confidential paper
for the eyes of the District Executive
only.

SSDC response
We shared our article with SSDC and
invited their comment. We are pleased
to note Cllr John Clark, Portfolio
Holder for Commercial Strategy
responded on their behalf: "Thank you
to The Leveller® for the opportunity to
reply to this article. A strong public
authority welcomes public scrutiny, and
there is too little journalistic coverage of
how your elected Councils are delivering
public services and spending taxpayers’
money.
However the article is unfair in its
characterisation of SSDC's proposal, which
is to help Yeovil Town Football Club by a
purchase and lease back of the land and
buildings, as ‘unnecessarily secretive’. I
have written personally to the Chief
Executive and the commercial, financial

and legal officers congratulating them for
making an outstanding, sound and rigorous
proposal of maximum benefit to a unique
element of the fabric of South Somerset,
while meeting the Council's requirements
for commercial risks and return.
This proposal was also made against an
extremely challenging timescale at a time
when the Council's officers are stretched
by the challenges of responding to the
needs of residents and businesses in the
COVID-19 pandemic.
To respond to the criticisms:
1. Transparency. The Council chose
voluntarily to expose this proposal to the
glare of public debate both at Scrutiny
Committee on Tuesday and District
Executive on Thursday. Readers can see
from both debates on YouTube how
transparent and thorough the questioning
was, and how comprehensive were the
reports, presentations and answers to
questions.
2. Financial details. No financial details of
commercial transactions are ever released
before a deal is concluded, so those
matters were debated in confidential
session. However, the Council reported all
the following in open session: the proposed
deal would meet the Council's criteria for
financial return for commercial
investments. The valuation placed on the
assets was based on a wholly independent
expert report. The proposed purchase
price takes a fair consideration of all
matters such as the share of development
rights and rent agreement. The proposal
would buy out existing covenants.
3. Risk. All scenarios were considered for
risk in the public report, including that of
the club becoming insolvent and I spoke
myself about this. In that undesirable
event, the land and buildings would revert
to the Council and their subsequent use
would be subject to planning policies, but
would safeguard the Council's investment.
As we were at pains to point out in the
public meetings, there is no provision for
SSDC to influence any running of the
football club.
4. Other investments outside South
Somerset. The commercial strategy is to
invest in the best opportunities for a good
and safe return to contribute to front line
services and to fund the regeneration of
our towns. We do prefer to make
investments locally but the strategy is
sensibly not limited to those opportunities.
In the past two years there have been very
few investment opportunities available in
the district. If neighbouring Councils want
to bid for opportunities within their areas,
we defer to them.”
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Wincanton’s long-serving town clerk is preparing to take her
employer to an Employment Tribunal later this year, after a
lengthy dispute with the council’s chair.
Sam Atherton resigned from her position at the Town Hall
on 18 December, having spent six months on sick leave over
her alleged harassment by Cllr Susan Shelbourn-Barrow. In
her first public comment, Ms Atherton said in a post on the
Wincanton News & Views Facebook page, “I resigned my role
at the Town Council yesterday. I would like to thank everyone who
has sent messages of support and to all those that have supported
me in the last 12 years. Merry Christmas to you all, stay safe and
here’s to a better 2021.” She added, “Whilst I’m at it, I would like
to truly thank all the staff at Wincanton Health Centre who have
given me so much support. I have never had to deal with such
stuff before but we are so lucky to have those
professionals on our doorstep.”
She told The Leveller®, which has has
reported extensively on the dispute in recent
months, “I’m completely worn down. I have lost
all confidence in the council and feel I can’t go
back. For my own mental health I need to move
on.”
Ms Atherton’s dispute with Ms Shelbourn-Barrow, also
mayor of Wincanton, simmered for some 18 months before
flaring up last June. The clerk took a fortnight’s sick leave,
citing stress and accusing the chair in a formal letter of
complaint of “harassment” and “micro-management.”
Ms Atherton went back to work later that month but took
sick leave again in July, since when she has not returned. She
said she had left the second time after “finding the passwords
changed, filing cabinets broken into and seeing an email asking for
a clerk to do my job.”
She is understood to have engaged solicitors to represent her
at an Employment Tribunal, at which she will allege
constructive dismissal from the post in which she was
responsible for managing a team of five staff. A friend said,
“The lawyers work on a ‘no win, no fee’ basis and concluded
that this is a good case to run with.”
Ms Atherton took the step after the failure of an attempt at
arbitration via the government’s Advisory, Conciliation and
Arbitration Service, Acas. According to former town
councillor Dawn Old, who resigned after the abolition by Ms
Shelbourn-Barrow of the council’s personnel committee
(which she had chaired) “Acas tried to negotiate with WTC but it
failed to engage so Sam has now filed a court case for constructive
dismissal.”

Acas formally told The Leveller®, “We can't comment nor
confirm or deny information about individual cases like this one.”
Neither Ms Shelbourn-Barrow nor Cllr Lizzy Ralph, Ms Old’s
successor as chair of a newly-reconstituted personnel
committee, responded to a request for clarification.
When we first reported on the dispute in August, Ms
Shelbourn-Barrow said, “The personnel 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.” We asked how, if the council’s personnel
policies were now indeed “fit for purpose,” it had failed to
address such a serious matter, effectively denying due process
to its most senior employee. We received no reply.
Ms Shelbourn-Barrow also declined to respond to our

questions about the cost to Wincanton’s
residents of the dispute involving the clerk
who, it is thought, may have earned an annual
salary “in the £30,000s.” Ms Atherton was
being paid until her resignation, while the
council was also funding the pay of a part-time
replacement. The council says that until the
end of November it had spent £3,051.55 on

employing locum clerks in place of Ms Atherton.
The Leveller® also asked the chair about the possible cost to
the council of fighting Ms Atherton’s Employment Tribunal
case, who would be responsible for footing its legal bill and
what the implications might be for the council’s spending
plans in the event Ms Atherton were successful in her claim
for constructive dismissal. Again, we received no response.
Wincanton’s new, part-time locum clerk, Zoe Godden, said
she had been asked to say, “The Town Council cannot
comment on any employment matters.”
Former councillor and mayor of Wincanton Howard Ellard is
a supporter of Ms Atherton. Referring to the decisions by five
councillors to resign last July over the chair’s management
style, he said, “There will be an election in due course. I will
probably stand and if I get elected, then it could be fun in the
Council chamber.”

New Year, Same Old Story in Wincanton by James Garrett
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We are, I think, all hoping that 2021 will turn out to be a lot
less memorable a year than 2020 was. The impact of COVID-
19 will hopefully start to wane. We can all dream of some
kind of new normality.
But other major changes are in the air too. We now know
that Somerset is going to become either one or two unitary
councils. Stronger Somerset (the four District Councils)
propose two new unitary authorities. This is the more
complicated model as it has one big social care organisation
and one back office services organisation shared by the two
unitary authorities. The County Council are promoting One
Somerset, a single unitary authority with one of everything.
The Leveller® prefers the One Somerset model. This is not
because we think one is inherently stronger than two. If the
Stronger Somerset model did not include shared services
across the two unitary authorities, we would have been
genuinely indifferent between the two options.
But we remain deeply sceptical of models that introduce
unnecessary complications. We are always suspicious of local
government where the lines of responsibility for decisions are
blurred. The question that remains unanswered is this. Why
on earth would you add complication and opaque lines of
responsibility when you don’t have to? Two fully functioning
unitary authorities would do a good job. To us at Leveller®
Towers, it feels like a spectacular own goal… But it is not the
only one.
NHS coming together
Indeed, the reorganisation of local government is not the only
reorganisation going on in Somerset. The various medical
trusts that were set up to increase competition in the NHS,
are finally seeing some sort of sense. We are returning,
whether by accident or design, to a regional health authority.
First off in April 2020, Somerset Partnership (the organisation
that provides mental health services and runs community
hospitals) merged with Taunton NHS Trust which runs
Musgrove Park hospital in Taunton. At the end of last year
they announced that they were now in talks to merge with
Yeovil District Hospital too. That would effectively create
one NHS trust for the whole of Somerset. An end to a
fragmented service and competition that was from day one an
entirely artificial construct. The next logical step will be to
see the CCG and the trusts merge. However central
government at this point, we suspect, is not prepared
philosophically to see that happen. If and when it does, we
will effectively have a funded regional health board for
Somerset.

At the same time and somewhat belatedly, moves are afoot
to coordinate the way social care and medical services are
delivered. As things stand, social care is delivered by
Somerset County Council; Medical services by the NHS
(trusts and CCG for now at least).
At the start of December the NHS announced that it would
be looking to set up what it describes as ‘Integrated Care
Systems’ (ICS). This, in our humble opinion, is a euphemism
for matrix management madness. In other words lots of co-
working and no clear lines of responsibility and accountability.
When things go wrong it will always be possible to say it’s
someone else’s fault. It is a fine idea to bring the social care
aspects of the County Council together with the work done
by the NHS. But to quote the press release “The organisations
that make up an ICS – including commissioners, local authorities,
hospitals, community services – take collective responsibility for
managing resources, delivering care and improving the health of
the population.” In other words, no clear lines of responsibility
at all.
Cooperation and communication needed
This sort of muddle, with all sorts of organisations working
together but no one actually in charge of delivery, is not
encouraging. But the words of the press release describe the
muddle better than we can: “partners share a common vision to
improve health and care, backed up by operational and financial
plans and by proposals for collective leadership and
accountability.”
Whether our premonition is justified or not, let us now step
back for a moment. Three major reorganisations are about to
take place in Somerset. They are separate exercises, and
appear to be being undertaken without co-ordination
between each other. It is a recipe for disaster.
The three need to be controlled, probably by central
government to bring order out of chaos. The Leveller®
respectfully suggests a simple process whereby the following
happens:
�� The NHS trusts are allowed to merge into one. Although
alien to Conservative Party philosophy, once a single NHS
trust is formed it should be merged with the Clinical
Commissioning Group (the body that decides how to spend
NHS money in Somerset). That would create one single
simple body providing NHS services to Somerset.
�� The social services functions of the County Council
should be taken, together with staff and budgets and passed
wholesale to the new Somerset NHS. That would put full
responsibility for social care unambiguously under one
leadership; so it would have clear accountability. It would
mitigate some of the sillier aspects of the Stronger Somerset
plans.
�� Finally, having resolved those two major organisational
changes, one or two unitary councils can be created to
deliver local government to our county.

I appreciate that public authorities like to be opaque. They
tend not to like clear lines of reporting. They tend to like to
ensure that clear responsibility and accountability are avoided
at all costs. And if we do not bring structure and order to
these three major re-organisations to our public services,
that is exactly what we will have. It doesn’t have to be that
way, but the view from Leveller® Towers suggests that chaos
and muddle is the more likely path.
Regardless of which we wish all our readers a very happy and
prosperous 2021…..

Andrew Lee
Editor

15 January 2021

Change is in the air

Leveller® Publishing Group
Great Western House

Westover
Langport



23

Advertisements



24

Left Page

Left Page, Right and Over !
A very Happy New Year to you from us at Leveller Towers.
With that in mind, we thought we would start 2021 by asking
our political commentators to offer us all some cheer of their
own.
After all for many of us 2020 has been the most forgettable
year of our lives to date. So we set them the tack of telling us
what their New Year wishes for Somerset  would be for 2021.
What would they like to see by the end of the year that will
make our lives better?
And we wanted to make it plain that this was not a moment
for political point scoring. There will be plenty of opportunity
for that in the weeks ahead.
Of course it is for you to decide if they stuck to the brief or
not!

The Left Page by Leigh Redman
Welcome to 2021, the first thing I need to say is that I hope
you all had a great festive period and New Year. Considering
the circumstances, I think we will all have experienced
hardship over this festive period, I must admit, I am continually
amazed at how everyone has embraced community spirit,
working together to support each other. From donating food
or gifts to those in need, to the way you have opened up your
homes to those who may have been alone on Christmas day
or checking up on neighbours. Everyday we hear of people
who have gone to great lengths to help their neighbours and
fellow residents in these unprecedented times. So, thank you if
you have helped someone, but remember this is not over yet.

 The sorted and still to be sorted
I looked back over previous articles to try and respond to this
question. As I write this, Brexit is kind of sorted, a last-minute
list of compromises that will soon become clear. As I have
often said “the devil will be in the detail”. We have a health
and social care system that is creaking at the seams, Somerset
is heading towards a Unitary authority and Council finances
are heading for a precipice. I’m not sure what to hope for
most.
Coronavirus vaccines are being rolled out, but we are still
seeing people die. We need to see cheaper and easily handled
vaccines. To really make them count we must find a way to
reach those areas of the world who may not be able to afford
vaccines.
Locally we have seen NHS cancel tests and minor operations
all of which are adding to the backlog. We need to get
operations happening and people attending hospitals, if you
think you need help please reach out.
Fostering
In 2021 I want us to recruit more foster carers and adoptive
parents. Somerset County Council regularly have more than
500 young people in their care:  foster carers and adoptive
parents are desperately needed. A large percentage of children
in the care system have been abused, neglected, abandoned,
and face tremendous obstacles. In 2021 I want to see more
Somerset people stepping up to this amazingly rewarding
public service. Becoming a foster carer is a powerful way to
lift the heads of these children in their time of need and show
them that there is hope for the future.
I am sad to see that people’s mental health has suffered greatly
in 2020, In many ways, mental health is just like physical health:
everybody has it and we need to take care of it. Good mental
health means being generally able to think, feel and react in
the ways that you need and want to live your life. If you are
experiencing poor mental health please reach out, you are not
alone.
Stale
2020 has been a stale year in many ways, with many of us
suffering bereavement or seeing
those close to us suffer, but
communities have come together
to help those in need. The first
part of 2021 is likely to be harder
for many of us, Unions are
warning of an increase in people
being made redundant as furlough
comes to an end. My wish is that
we continue to be there for each
other, supporting those in need
and checking on your friend or
neighbour who might need a little
lift, stay safe and help if you can.
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The Right Page by David Warburton
As time’s winged chariot navigates its usual calendric course
and 2020 shades into 2021, I’ve found myself – like, I suspect,
many of you - reflecting on the year that’s passed. Of course,
uppermost in everyone’s mind is the ongoing battle with – and
tragic consequences of - the Covid pandemic: an invisible
enemy that’s paralysed large parts of our economy, caused us
to second-guess the most basic (and best) of our human
instincts and wrought similar havoc across Europe, the US and
beyond.
Yet I’m also keen to remember the way in which it has
provided room for another virulent infection to grow, too: the
incivility, suspicion and reciprocal loss of trust that’s
characterised our political discourse over the last five or so
years. There’s no doubt that debates around Brexit have
provided space for previously marginalised groups – those
who’d thought themselves forgotten – to participate in the
political process and have their voices heard.
But it’s also given room to those (on both sides of the debate)
who have used the question of whether or not we remain in
the EU as a symbol of something different – a shorthand for a
world-view that accepts no compromise and regards
opposition as a moral failing. Now that the Prime Minister has
done what many said was impossible – negotiated a deal and
had it approved by Parliament – one hope is that we can
return to a more civilised and respectful brand of politics.
For me, politics is where aspiration and policy-making meets
real life. A process in which the overriding concern is what is
both desirable and possible. It’s not a species of theology, in
which the best outcome is to detect your opponents in some
type of ideological heresy. For my own part, I’ll be continuing
to argue robustly, but without an assumption that those who
think differently are malevolently motivated.
And that reciprocal civility will be crucial if my other two
hopes are to be realised. Firstly, a concerted effort to roll out
the two vaccines which have now been approved and, as a
consequence, a return to the normality for which we all yearn.
Over the last nine months, my team and I have been helping
an unprecedented number – tens of thousands - of individuals,
organisations and businesses.
The opportunity to help and serve those in our part of
Somerset is something for which I’m hugely grateful. But the
volume of correspondence is also an index of the damage
done to our communities and economy. So as the vaccine
finds its way to the most vulnerable and life begins, in the
coming months, to return to normal, my priority will be to
unleash the dynamism of our area. We’ve seen progress on
the A303, improved broadband, and my campaign to see a
new station in the Somerton/Langport area mentioned and
given initial funding in the Chancellor’s last Spending Review.
But the key to rebuilding in our
area is not physical or digital
infrastructure, vital as those are.
It lies in the bubbling
entrepreneurial zeal of our
communities: the human capital
that constitutes our most
precious resource. It’s that
unsquashable energy that gives
me the greatest optimism that
this time next year will see us in
a very different place, with
Brexit behind us, the economy
gathering pace and the virus
tamed.
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Over The Page!

Over The Page by Gideon Amos
In writing about my wish for Somerset’s new year, freedom
for every individual to realise their potential, fairness in a
civilised society and putting the planet at the centre of
everything have to be my guiding principles.
For us all as individuals, achievement of our wish to escape the
pandemic is most likely through effective tracking, tracing and
isolating, but while these continue to be lacking, ironically,
confinement will keep us free as the country approaches the
final pre-vaccination peak. What sweet freedom spring might
bring! Let’s hope thereafter the best things we have learned
over the last year, a little more self-resilience perhaps, more
time for our families and more support for our neighbours,
will be positive legacies of what we have all been going
through.
But before we can put Covid behind us many will continue to
suffer economic consequences. For the greater part of the
economy we need to create jobs and industries again in new
sustainable techniques, processes and energy, as many of have
argued for decades, even as the Don Quixotes in our right-
leaning newspapers tilted at the wind turbines fuming “they’ll
never”, like the grouchy uncle everyone regrets inviting for
Christmas. The cynics main achievement was that as we
became the biggest offshore wind energy generator in the
world, they gave the manufacturing advantage away to other
countries. But some key opportunities remain and there are
signs the oppositionists are finally pulling their heads from the
sand, so let’s grasp every sustainable job we can in 2021,
perhaps we should start with a tidal energy project for
Somerset, which finally capitalises on our having the second
biggest tidal range in the world.
And for those who can’t benefit from the new jobs in time,
the Government must urgently abandon its policy to cut
benefits in back again in April by £1,000 per year.
When it comes to a fair and civilised society my wish is for
our town centres. Isn’t it time to finally say not to anymore
out of town shopping parks, and begin the task of restoring life
to our town centres? Retail is changing, online is easiest and
we’re all making that particular change. But town centres are
more than just shopping. I’d like to see councils listening to all
those that make our centres the hubs of our communities,
theatres, cinemas, public transport companies, churches,
restaurateurs and independent traders and others to fight for
their future. There are some encouraging signs, my own
colleagues began a bid in 2018 to fund improvements to
Taunton’s High Street (against a background of little interest
from the then administration), this week we found it has finally
materialised into an award of £14million, and despite the
pandemic town centre development seems at last to have got
off the ground recently with cranes and diggers at last in

action at Firepool, Coal
Orchard and elsewhere
- well done Somerset
West and Taunton
Council!
And as you might have
noticed all the above
would also be massively
positive for our planet –
I’ll drink to that with
you all – socially
distantly of course -
happy new year
everyone!
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Continued from p1
to the research Sensyne are doing. So,
if they are doing research on arthritis
for instance, any data The Trust hold
on you relating to diabetes won’t be
released. The fact that it is anonymised
is also interesting. The Trust will be
responsible for anonymising the data.
So, if things go wrong and elements of
the data can be traced to specific
patients, it will be The Trust that are
accountable.
The Trust are very sure in their minds
that this is ethical. Their spokesperson
told us “This meets Department of Health
and Social Care (DHSC) guidance and best
practice in the delivery of research and the
use of data to support healthcare. We are
working with patient groups on the way we
support clinical research with anonymised
data.” The Trust may well do a good
job, there is a description of how they
will anonymise your records at the end
of this piece.
But this sort of thing, even the
standards the DHSC work to have
been challenged. As The Guardian
reported in February last year. They
noted “the DHSC insists it only sells on
information after thorough measures have
been taken to ensure the complete
anonymity and confidentiality of patients’
personal information.” Interviewed in the
same article Professor Eerke Boiten,
director of the Cyber Technology
Institute at De Montfort University in
Leicester was not convinced. Asked if it
was right to say that the patient data
was as anonymous as claimed, he said:
“The answer is no, it is not anonymous. If
it is rich medical data about individuals
then the richer that data is, the easier it is
for people who are experts to reconstruct
it and re-identify individuals.”
But as we say, it is perfectly possible
The Trust will successfully work to
keep the data genuinely anonymous.
Whose data is it?
But let us now move on to another
question. Whose data is it? You might
think the content of your medical
records, in whole or in part, is yours.
You might expect that any use of that
data was a matter of your choice. What
this deal suggests is that you have no
ownership in – or control over – the
way your medical record is used.
That might be of academic interest
only, were it not for the fact that
money is being made from the data.
Should patients not have the right to
financial compensation for the sale of
part of their medical records? By all
means offer them the opportunity to
donate any income back to the NHS.
Many would. I personally would happily

allow the NHS to use my data in
research, and to make money from the
sale of my data. But some might not;
others might have good reason not to
want their data to be used. And that
begs a question. Is the data ours to
give, or the NHS’ to take?
I can also confirm that after 10 years as
a patient at Langport surgery up until
2019, it was never been brought to my
attention that my data might be sold.
My permission has never been actively
sought. If I have inadvertently signed a
piece of paper where that was in the
small print, hand on heart I can say my
attention was not drawn to what I was
signing away. In other words, by the
acceptable standards of the day, by the
sort of standards commercial
companies are held to, I have never
given my permission for this data to be
sold.
Duplication of records?
The sale of these records raises a
second issue. You probably think that
your medical record is held by your
GP. That has been the focus of record
keeping in the NHS for the past 20
years; the centralisation of all your
medical records in one place. And as
the GP is the medical professional you
have the most regular contact with, it
makes sense that they are the point of
contact. But the GPs belong to the
Somerset Clinical Commissioning
Group (CCG). Not the Somerset NHS
Foundation Trust. Remember, The
Trust is the result of a merger between
Musgrove Hospital in Taunton and the
organisation that runs community
hospitals and delivers mental health
services for the county of Somerset.
So, how come The Trust are able to
sell records that belong to the CCG?
The answer: “The information held by
The Trust does not include the patient
record held by the GPs and will only relate
to the contact by patients to The Trust.”
But our GPs also have records of our
treatment in hospitals such as
Musgrove in Taunton. So does this
mean that still to this day, there is mass
duplication of record keeping within
the NHS? It certainly sounds like it.
What The Trust are saying is that
central records may well be held by the
GP. But The Trust also have records
relating to treatment by their hospitals.
Is this good value?
That is enough on the data. Let us turn
our attention to whether or not this
was actually a good deal. Sensyne is a
publicly listed company. Remember
The Trust are selling your records for
shares in Sensyne. Prices can move up
and down. The value of Sensyne when

it was floated on the stock market in
August 2018, was £160.7m. That was at a
share price of £1.875. By 28 December
2020 that share price had fallen to £1.10.
By the time you read this, maybe the
share price will have recovered. It is
simply worth noting that this sort of deal
carries risk.
Sensyne granted The Trust 1.11% of their
shares on 16 November when the share
price was £1.20 per share. That was,
according to Sensyne’s announcement to
the London Stock Exchange, 1,428,571
shares.
Yet just over three weeks later on 9
December Sensyne issued a further
27,373,337 shares. Those shares were
issued at a price of 90p each. So that’s 30p
less than the value the shares had when
they were given as payment for use of our
anonymised NHS records. Did anyone at
the Trust know that Sensyne was thinking
about a highly dilutive share issue that
would reduce the percentage of shares
held by the Trust? And that those shares
would be issued at 90p, 25% below the
share price on the day that Sensyne
awarded shares to the Trust? The Trust
tell us that they did know.
That then begs other questions. Was
anyone on the board of The Trust actually
qualified to decide if taking shares in lieu
of cash for the sale of records was actually
a good idea? Who has the expertise in
capital markets, in share valuations and
the viability of medical start-up
companies? Were the risks and rewards
properly weighed up? And who, if anyone,
looked at the track record of Sensyne?
We asked The Trust if they would like to
comment on this, but they declined.
Track record
Regardless of whether The Trust knew
what they were doing when they accepted
Sensyne shares, Sensyne has yet to
establish a successful track record.
Accounts for the year to 30 April 2020
showed losses of £22m on sales of £2m.
The prior year showed losses of £18m on
sales of just £136,000! Sensyne is of
course a start-up company. It will
undoubtedly raise more money as it tries
to get a more regular and reliable stream
of income. But each time new shares are
issued, The Trust’s shareholding in the
company will be diluted.
Sensyne has also had some issues around
corporate governance. On 4 October
2019 Sensyne made the following
announcement on its website: “…. in
December 2018 Lord Drayson, CEO, and
Lorrie Headley, CFO, were awarded and paid
post IPO bonuses of £850,000 and
£200,000, respectively (the "Payments").
While the Company received a preliminary
view from Peel Hunt LLP ("Peel Hunt"), the
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The Anonymisation Process
In fairness to The Trust we asked them to explain the process
and why they felt it was robust and safe. Their spokesperson
told us:
● If Sensyne Health requires data for research they will make a

request to our trust and their other partners by submitting
a document containing specific key information concerning
the request, in accordance with an agreed information
governance framework and standard operating procedures.

● A data processing request outlines the data Sensyne Health
is requesting, their intended purpose for analysing the
anonymised patient data, the potential patient benefit they
expect to arise from their analysis of the data and clear
descriptions of the retention and deletion of the data.

● If The Trust’s Caldicott Guardian is satisfied with the
information provided, he or she approves the request for
transfer of the data. Every approved request is logged and
filed within the Sensyne Health Quality Management System,
for audit purposes.

● Authorised personnel at the NHS trust then extract the
requested data from their systems and undertake an
anonymisation process on the data, designed to create an
anonymised dataset which contains no patient identifiable
information. After the anonymisation is completed by The
Trust, the anonymised patient data is then transferred to
Sensyne Health under encryption. Sensyne Health places this
data in quarantine where further checks and anonymising
techniques are undertaken before undertaking any analysis.

Company's nominated adviser and broker, as to a likely
unfavourable market reaction to the proposed Payments, the
Company did not discuss the proposals further with Peel Hunt prior
to making the Payments. Peel Hunt was recently made aware,
during the preparation of the Company's annual report, that the
Payments had been made in December 2018 and has advised the
Company that they constituted related party transactions that
required notification at the time under Rule 13 of the AIM Rules for
Companies. The Directors (other than Lord Drayson and Lorrie
Headley) considered the Payments to be appropriate and remain of
that view. Peel Hunt cannot advise as to whether the Payments
were fair and reasonable. The Company intends to consult with its
major institutional shareholders on the Payments and its
remuneration policy following the publication of its annual report on
7 October 2019.”
On 22 October Sensyne made a further announcement: “The
Remuneration Committee and the non-executive members of the
Board maintain their position that it is in shareholders' best interests
that the CEO is remunerated competitively. However, the Board
accepts that insufficient consultation with shareholders had taken
place in the past year on remuneration matters prior to the
publication of the 2019 Annual Report and the Board is committed
to remedying that.” That clearly did not convince everyone. At
Sensyne’s Annual General Meeting on 30 October, 28.7% of
investors voted against the report on Directors’ Remuneration
Report. While this was not enough to overturn it, that
represented a significant shareholder rebellion.
Confident
Despite the concerns and questions, The Trust remain
confident this is a good deal. David Shannon, The Trust’s Director of Strategic Development and Improvement told The
Leveller® “The terms of the contract provide our organisation with the investment needed for us to anonymise the data before providing it
to Sensyne Health and for us to benefit from any breakthroughs that Sensyne makes. Data is essential for research that pushes the
boundary of our knowledge and improves patient care and we are delighted that we have reached an agreement”
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We have often written about the wretched track record of
Somerset councils with shared service contracts. It remains
relevant as it is one of the planks that the Stronger Somerset
plan is built with. There would be two unitary councils in the
plan. However they will get together to have a shared
services company to provide back office functions.
So, it is interesting to hear of the progress of the existing
shared service contract that one of Stronger Somerset’s four
sponsors, Mendip District Council, has in place. Along with
Havant, South Oxfordshire, Hart and Vale of White Horse
they have a shared contract with Capita to provide a range of
back office and procurement functions. The deal was started
off in 2016 as a nine-year, £140m contract.
Moving the goalposts
Now they have signed a contract variation with Capita which
dramatically reduces the scope of the deal. The outsourced
IT service will be reduced with more taken back in house.
Procurement will be fully taken back in house. Most
exchequer services will also come back in house. Bear in
mind that this is the second time in the space of a year that
the scope has been reduced. In March 2020 HR, licensing and

payroll services were all reduced; 34 council staff moved
from Capita back to their respective districts.
The contract has been riddled with problems. Although
Mendip have consistently denied that the contract is not
working. It clearly is not working. It would be poor business
practice to reduce the scope of a contract if it was delivering
successfully.
This does not bode well for the sort of shared contract
services proposed for the future governance of Somerset.
We understand that the new pared back contract with Capita
will come into effect from 1 January 2021. We asked Capita
about the changes to the contract. In a statement we
received before Christmas, their spokesperson told The
Leveller® “In partnership with the five Councils, we regularly
review the services that we deliver on their behalf to ensure they
best meet their needs and those of the citizens they serve. We can
confirm that we have agreed a proposal for the Exchequer Service
to return to the five Councils Partnership in March next year.
Additionally, there is a draft agreement to hand back the
procurement service from 1 January 2021. We look forward to
continuing to work with the five Councils to deliver some of their
essential public services.”

Shared services may not be a good idea
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They can’t both be right
Controversy has surrounded the Planning Inspectorate’s (PI)
approval of a development at Kithill, Crewkerne. This was
after South Somerset District Council’s (SSDC’s) Regulation
Committee turned down the application. The application has
been dogged with errors and accusations. Not least whether
or not the Inspector visited the site during COVID
restrictions (the PI say he didn’t); and how a large number of
objections to the application were missing when the Planning
Inspector reviewed the case.
And now another issue. A key to the Kithill application was
the proximity to the site of a level crossing. At the Regulation
Committee meeting of 17 September 2019, councillors were
told by the officer (Specialist – Development Management)
that “Network Rail had been consulted, however no response has
been received”. That is a verbatim quote from the minutes of
the Committee.
Network Rail claim ignorance
A Freedom of Information (FoI) request to Network Rail tells
a very different story. In their response Network Rail confirm
that they were not made aware of the application until 6
January 2020. Even more interesting, their FoI response
makes it clear that when they were informed on 6 January it
was NOT by SSDC, but by a member of the public. Horrified,
the Network Rail planning team got to work and prepared a
response. In their response to the planning application dated
21 January 2020 they also noted “From our records it appears
Network Rail were not consulted on the original application and
therefore did not provide comments to the application
18/01737/OUT…..” That is important, because if what
Network Rail say in their FoI response is true, then the
officer who addressed the September meeting would have
been misleading the committee.
SSDC stick to their guns
When we challenged SSDC on this, they told us “With specific
regard to the issue regarding Network Rail, on investigation we can
categorically state that correspondence was sent to Network Rail
in July 2018 but it did not respond. Any suggestion therefore that
our officers misled Committee is completely untrue.”
We asked Network Rail to double-check their records,
especially in the light of the response from SSDC.
They simply reconfirmed their earlier statement “We have

 checked our records, and we can’t find any requests to invite us to
comment on the original consultation in July 2018. We responded
to the consultation about the residential development on the land
south of Kit Hill, Crewkerne in January 2020.” And eventually
SSDC showed us an unsigned and redacted letter that they
claim was sent to Network Rail on 10 July.
Of course this did not alter the outcome of the planning
application in the end. An agreement was reached between
the applicant (our new friends Land Value Alliance) and
Network Rail, the objection by Network Rail was withdrawn
on 10 March 2020.
But we are now left with an uncomfortable dilemma. Either
one large public body lied in a response to an FoI request. Or
a different large public body allowed one of its officers to
mislead elected councillors. We cannot honestly tell you
which one is at fault. What we can tell you is that between
the two, the public have not been well served.

Urban Myth turns out
to be true (ish)

Not so long ago as news leaked out about the chaotic state of
South Somerset District Council’s (SSDC’s) planning team,
rumours started to spread. As they multiplied like Hydra’s
heads, we ended up with the suggestion that one of the
planning team lived in Inverness in the Highlands of Scotland
and commuted down to Yeovil and environs as and when…
This turns out not to be true. Of course everything involving
SSDC usually comes with a ‘but’, and here it is. The story may
not be true, but what is true is that there is an SSDC planning
officer who lives in Edinburgh. Which is perhaps not quite as
geographically dramatic, but very nearly.
No substitute for local knowledge
On the plus side SSDC insist they pay for neither the
commuting costs from Edinburgh, nor living costs when
officers are down in the area they are actually meant to serve.
Which is all good.
But it does beg a question or two, if an officer working for
SSDC is based in Edinburgh. It defies logic that they could
know the local conditions, issues, status etc of land and
landscape, as well as a planning officer who lives and breathes
South Somerset air.
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Mendip plans social housing
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The good
What could be simpler or better? A council decides to build
council houses for the first time in a generation. The houses
are to be built on council-owned land. The houses will be
built and managed by a company that specialises in this sort of
work. They are known as Registered Providers; there are a
lot of them and quite a few are active in Somerset – think
Yarlington, Stonewater and Curo.
A generation ago Mendip sold off all of its council homes to
Aster, another Registered Provider. So when in November
the council agreed a new housing programme that would
involve a total of 160 houses across five sites in the
communities of Frome, Glastonbury and Street, the question
really should have been: what is not to like? Certainly The
Leveller® has repeatedly challenged the District Councils of
Somerset for their failure to provide affordable housing. So
here is a move that should be seen as a positive step. The
overall intentions are all good.
It is also something that Mendip regard as urgent. To start
with, housing shortages in the district are severe. Recent
figures show the Mendip area has 1,685 households, or an
estimated 5,000 people, on its waiting list for a home at a
truly affordable rent, and there are another 266 people on
the waiting list for shared ownership properties. Cllr Barry
O’Leary also told The Leveller® “We expect demand for social
rent to increase once furlough finishes and evictions from private
rentals have an impact on families’ and individuals’ ability to
secure a decent home, at a decent rental and with a security of
tenure. We believe there is a crisis in housing in this country, and
we are determined to act now.”
The bad
All entirely reasonable. But here things start to fall apart.
Mostly around the commitment or otherwise to a climate
emergency. A commitment that requires Mendip District
Council (MDC) to be carbon neutral by 2030.
Of the five sites chosen for new houses, only one is being
built to be carbon neutral, or to so-called Passivhaus
standards. When we questioned why the others were not
being built so as to be carbon neutral Cllr O’Leary told us
“We are clear that we intend to work towards ‘passivhaus’
standards but we cannot do that with the first four sites within the
tight timescale…..However, the fifth site, in North Parade, Frome,
will give us an opportunity (all sites are of course planning
permission permitting) to work on a project with modular housing
that will allow us to consider a housing development that would be
both fairer and greener. We consider this a very exciting
opportunity to work in a different way and hope very much that it
would be a pilot project that could then be replicated in other
parts of the District.”
But if the District is to be genuinely carbon neutral by 2030,
these houses will need to have some sort of retrofit, to make
them carbon neutral. Or of course, because they will be
managed by a third party, they could be regarded as assets
‘off balance-sheet’ when it comes to assessing the carbon
footprint of MDC. Either way, this is disappointing. It is
certainly a missed opportunity.
To emphasise the fact that this is a matter of will, Somerset
West & Taunton made a similar announcement on 1
December. 1 December. No such qualms here. Instead they
agreed to redevelop council-owned land to provide 54
housing units at Seaward Way, Minehead and 11 units at the
old Oxford Inn site on the corner of Roman Road and Outer
Circle in Taunton. Each unit will be built to national space
standards – between 5 and 14 per cent larger than many

developer house types, including a number of fully wheelchair
accessible properties.  Prospective tenants will benefit from
very energy efficient housing, with low energy bills and
affordable rents set between 60% and 80% of market rates.
And the ugly
In the course of the various meetings to approve the way
forward, it became apparent that a transparent tendering
process had been neatly avoided. MDC does not have the
expertise or capacity to build the new homes. That is to be
expected as they sold off their houses to Aster, a housing
association and Registered Provider, in the early 2000s. But
now it appears that Aster are to be the sole bidder for the
project. When we asked MDC why a proper tendering
process had not been undertaken they told us: “The Council
doesn’t have a development company or the resources or skills to
build houses. We had to find a partner. In this case it was a
preferred partner, Aster, who made an offer on the first four sites.
We are not obliged to tender opportunities. In essence, the Council
does not have to expose its sites to the open market provided
independent valuation advice is sought which supports the offers
under consideration. Expert legal advice to this effect has been
provided to officers working on the programme. People often
wrongly assume multiple choice and competition is the best way to
proceed, when actually sometimes a single preferred supplier
option represents best value.
We are not closing the door on other housing associations as
potential partners either. We are talking to a wide range of people
and exploring many opportunities that will form the future delivery
of this programme.
Aster own land adjoining some of the sites and so are a natural
partner. They are the original company that we transferred our
council stock to back in the early 2000s, we’ve worked with them
before and they have a long history of serving residents in Mendip.
Aster are local, very well resourced, and have a lot of experience in
delivery. They will deliver 100% affordable housing at four sites.
Roughly half will be social rent, the other half will be shared
ownership. This is an outcome that no private sector company and
very few housing associations could achieve. The delivery of homes
for social rent isn’t viable in normal circumstances and is made
possible only through significant Government grant. Aster has been
awarded grants by Government over many years in recognition of
their expertise in this field.”
That is certainly an explanation. MDC may have the right not
to put a deal out to tender. However, they do have an
obligation to explain how they have delivered best value to
taxpayers when they fail to do so. We can only express our
doubt that other local Registered Providers would agree with
the last paragraph. And we question if MDC tax payers have
been well served with good value from their council.

Easthill Frome - what happened next
Among the pieces of land designated for Mendip’s social
housing programme was Easthill in Frome. The choice of this
site has proved controversial for a number of reasons. It is
green space much loved by the locals, with abundant wildlife –
including some rare species. In short it was not a popular
choice, even among Frome residents who freely acknowledge
a need for social housing. It has not helped that a lot of
dubious claims have been made about Easthill. But equally
clumsy attempts to shut down debating the issue have not
helped the administration either.
So let us set out the stall from the start. Contrary to what you
may have read elsewhere, the land was not sold by Frome
Town Council recently for £1. It passed into the ownership of
Mendip District Council (MDC) when it was created in 1974.
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Easthill Frome - what happened next
Among the pieces of land designated for Mendip’s social
housing programme was Easthill in Frome. The choice of this
site has proved controversial for a number of reasons. It is
green space much loved by the locals, with abundant wildlife –
including some rare species. In short it was not a popular
choice, even among Frome residents who freely acknowledge
a need for social housing. It has not helped that a lot of
dubious claims have been made about Easthill. But equally
clumsy attempts to shut down debating the issue have not
helped the administration either.
So let us set out the stall from the start. Contrary to what
you may have read elsewhere, the land was not sold by Frome
Town Council recently for £1. It passed into the ownership of
Mendip District Council (MDC) when it was created in 1974.
The decision to use Easthill to provide social housing was not
made in a secret meeting. It was decided at a public meeting of
MDC’s cabinet on 2 November. The meeting was held using
Microsoft Teams. The full recording of the meeting was left up
on the MDC website for several weeks afterwards.
It has been stated that the land has been scheduled for
development. This bit is true, but needs some clarification.
The land has not as yet been sold. No planning permission has
been sought. When plans are developed they will have to be
discussed and approved in the usual way. Equally it is
important to note that the meeting on 2 November did not
change the designation of Easthill as an Open Green Space of
Local Significance. That designation will have to be addressed
as part of any planning process.
We asked MDC about the presence of wildlife, including
dormice (a protected species) on the site. They told us
“Mendip’s housing development programme will see each site
follow the normal planning application process, including full public
consultation, ecological surveys and mitigation plans, as required.”
Under the microscope
That said, MDC still have some big questions to answer.
Starting with the way scrutiny worked. The decision to include
Easthill in the portfolio of land to be used for social housing
has not been popular in Frome. Mendip Cllrs Adam Boyden,
Drew Gardner, Janine Nash and Helen Sprawson-White
requested that MDC’s Cabinet decision to develop Easthill
should be ‘called-in’ and
 discussed at the Scrutiny Committee.
At the start of the Scrutiny Committee on 16 November,
Council Leader Ros Wyke asked if she could address the
meeting. Personally, given that the point of a Scrutiny
Committee is to scrutinise, I’m not sure that it was helpful
allowing the Leader of the Council to speak in advance of that
Scrutiny taking place. The Leader told everyone that having
‘heard’ the degree of concern around the decision, it would
be referred back to Cabinet to be reconsidered.
That may sound generous at one level. But part of the role of
the Scrutiny Committee is to look into the way decisions are
made, and give Cabinet specific recommendations and specific
aspects of each issue to look at. Although the public were duly
heard, Independent Councillor Chris Inchley immediately
spoke “I’d like to propose we send the Easthill part of the proposal
back to cabinet for reconsideration.” It was duly seconded, put to
the vote and carried; thereby arguably stifling a full debate and
giving Cabinet specific items to review when they
reconsidered the case.
No further discussion could be had and, although the decision
was referred back, it clearly had, in no sense of the word,
been scrutinised. It was all too much for Conservative Cllr
Philip Ham who explained: “I feel rather let down by the whole
process. We have now had three Scrutiny meetings where we are



34

At the end of 2019, South Somerset District Council (SSDC)
agreed to an application to build a housing estate of some
765 homes on the edge of Mudford on land that was
contaminated with anthrax. There have been several sites in
Somerset where anthrax contamination is associated with
abattoirs. This was the case at both the site and the one
mentioned below in Sedgemoor. The Health and Safety
Executive note “Once contaminated, land can remain infected
with anthrax spores for many decades.” Astonishingly the SSDC
planning officer’s report states “Anthrax has reduced to one
death a year in the country – and this is usually due to imported
feed/hides. Contamination on/from grazing land is generally not
evident in the country.” No requirement was placed on the
developer to carry out testing for contamination.
So is anthrax a benign chemical diluted in the environment,
posing no danger to public health? Perhaps. But let us look at
a bit of history first. In 1942 an experiment with anthrax was
carried out in Scotland on the small Gruinard Island. The
British armed forces were considering the use of anthrax as a
chemical weapon. Anthrax was introduced by releasing
bombs containing the germ over the island, where 80 sheep
had been placed. All of the sheep contracted and died from
anthrax. The island remained uninhabitable until 1986, when
the government decontaminated it by killing all of the anthrax
spores. After a year of soaking the island in a mixture of
formaldehyde (280 tonnes were needed) and seawater, the
island was considered disinfected. We like to feel we have an
open mind on these things. But is that the sort of chemical
you’d be happy to know was present under the housing
estate your home was on?
Last October, Sedgemoor District Council (SDC) also
approved a development for 235 homes at Cokerhurst farm.

This land, the planning officer notes, was also accepted as
contaminated with anthrax. In this application the planning
officer did at least take the risk of contamination seriously.
The application was granted with a condition that required
that “A detailed site investigation and risk assessment must be
completed in accordance with current UK guidance to assess the
nature, extent and scale of any contamination on the site, whether
or not it originates on the site.” If any contamination were to be
found, a remediation plan must be put in place.
The planning officer’s report allows that no development can
take place until the site has been tested. But even here there
is a get-out-of-jail-free card. The testing must be carried out,
unless otherwise agreed in writing with SDC.
SDC insist there is nothing sinister in this. They tell us there
is no suggestion that testing does not need to be carried out.
Rather they say that “The planning condition contains various
stages that the developer would have to go through such as site
investigations, remediation/clean-up strategies etc. However, if the
site investigation comes back showing no contamination present or
no remediation is required, then the developer would not need to
do all the other bits like clean-up strategies etc. So, if there is
evidence that there is no contamination, they do not have to do
the subsequent bits of the conditions.”

The British Standards Institute (2011) suggests that the
minimum number of sampling points should be 15 for 0.5
hectares, 25 for one hectare and 85 for five hectares. Six
samples should be taken from the top 0.25m; a decision might
be taken to test the sediment in drains that are found at a
later stage. In areas where there is known burial of carcasses
with laboratory confirmed anthrax, contact the Rare and
Imported Pathogens Laboratory for specialist advice.

In November the country was struggling with the new rules
designed to limit the spread of COVID-19. Meanwhile some
much older rules, also to prevent the spread of a disease,
were being broken too. Usually when we write about
bovineTB, a disease that has devastated cattle herds in the
West Country, it is in connection with badgers. Indeed, back
in March the government announced that it would no longer
use badger culling as it appeared to be ineffective.
However there are two halves to the equation. The control
of badgers is one thing, but cattle movements are also
controlled. The idea being to prevent an infected animal from
one herd transmitting the infection to another.
Controlling movement
What the rules amount to in layman’s terms is this. A farmer
can buy cattle from a ‘restricted market’ (a market approved
by the Animal and Plant Health Agency to handle and sell
animals that have been moved without a pre-movement TB
test). If he does though the animals can only be moved to an
approved finishing unit, a slaughterhouse, or back to the
premises from which they were brought. It is all about
stopping untested animals, that may have the disease, mingling
with animals that definitely haven’t got it. Does that not
sound familiar? Reminiscent of the way the government has
gone about trying to control COVID-19 in the human
population (not the culling bit you understand).
In November Shepton farmer Trevor Bolton was charged
with moving a 104-strong herd to a location that wasn’t
permitted. Taunton Magistrates Court heard Bolton plead
guilty to seven charges of moving cattle without notifying the
British Cattle Movement Service when the cattle were

moved; not marking a cattle passport with the date of
movement and keeper details as required; and not having a
‘transporter authorisation’ certificate. The offences occurred
over a 10-month period. He was ordered to pay a fine of
£310,000 and costs of £3,350. In his defence, Mr Jeffrey
Bannister said that Bolton had not financially gained by making
these movements and had been struggling with paperwork
and time because of caring for his wife, while trying to run a
business.
NFU opinion
We asked the National Farmers Union (NFU) for a comment
on the incidents. Their spokesperson told The Leveller® “In
areas where TB is prevalent, such as the South West, the disease
continues to devastate farming families, which is why the NFU has
always supported a comprehensive eradication strategy which
includes cattle movement control, increased biosecurity on farm
and control of the disease in wildlife. All three pillars of the strategy
remain crucial and cattle keepers are expected to do their part in
following the rules to ensure that they do not put their farms or
neighbouring ones at risk.”
Meanwhile Marie Clements, Team Manager for Devon,
Somerset and Torbay Trading Standards Service which
brought the prosecution told us “Reducing the risk of animal
health disease is one of our priorities. The South West has a
particularly high prevalence of Bovine TB and it has a huge
economic impact both on farmers and the region in general.
Farmers have been making great leaps to reduce the impact of
Bovine TB in recent years and any breaches of TB legislation risks
undoing the good work already done and puts livelihoods at risk.”

Fined for breaking the rules
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Anthrax in Somerset’s building sites?
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The Unitary debate rages on. Once upon a time the question
was whether to have a Unitary authority for Somerset or
not. Today, it’s whether we want one or two unitary
authorities. Whatever the ebbs and flows in this debate, one
thing has not changed – the capacity of our various councils
to spend your money, promoting their point of view.
Poll position
We became aware of opinion polling being carried out by the
District Councils when a resident got in touch after being
‘polled’. It says something about the acrimony in local
government, that in responding to our question, the
spokesperson wanted to point out that Somerset County
Council (SCC) were doing it too. Really, this is descending
into five-year-olds telling tales on each other. As to the actual
details of their own spending, this is what the District
Councils had to say: “The four district councils are carrying out
some research to help them design first-class services, based on
the opinions of their residents. Due to the Covid restrictions the
many ways that this is usually done have been closed off, so they
took the decision to use a world-renowned market research
company to do this on their behalf – Ipsos Mori. At present, it is
not legal to hold a poll or referendum, which is one of the normal
channels to find out public opinion. The data and findings will be of
enormous value in shaping the way forward for local government
in Somerset, in whatever model the Government decides. The cost
is £60,000 which is split equally between the four councils
(£15,000 each) and is taken from the budgets that they have set
aside for this work.” This response does at least contain one
welcome development. The removal of the ‘holier than thou’
attitude towards the pandemic. Previously as we have
reported, the District Councils insisted, wrongly, that they

had not progressed their plans during the first lockdown.
SCC by contrast had. Then it turned out that South Somerset
District Council (SSDC) had in fact been working on their
plan right the way through the first pandemic too. Red faces
all round.
One Somerset business case
However we have also been in contact with SCC to find out
what they had been doing to promote the One Somerset
business case. We are not naïve enough to believe that if one
party is spending money to win the race, the other is not. A
spokesman for SCC told The Leveller® “We’ve always been
committed to carrying out engagement and public consultation to
ensure there is support for One Somerset and their views are
adequately represented in our business case. This is one of the
Government’s key tests and we employed an independent
company to ensure this work was carried out effectively and in
good time, without impacting on our other key duties such as
leading the response to coronavirus. The amount spent was
£39,715 to include an online survey open to everyone, 1,000
statistically and demographically balanced telephone interviews, 24
in-depth telephone interviews with partners, parish councils and
voluntary sector organisations, four in-depth telephone interviews
with groups of vulnerable people, and five focus groups with
businesses, young people and ethnic minority groups. All the
information gathered will be used to inform the final One Somerset
business case.”
Readers must form their own view. The view from Leveller®
Towers is that it is hard to justify spending £100,000 across all
of our councils on polling. Once the business cases have been
submitted, the Secretary of State will conduct some sort of
consultation process with the public anyway.

Still spending on Unitary
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Anywhere and everywhere!
Last month Somerset Foundation NHS Trust, the body
responsible for mental health services in Somerset announced
a new service for older age (we are not allowed to call it that
– but it is what it is) psychiatry. Given the strictures of
COVID-19, mental health patients have not been able to see a
psychiatrist face to face since the end of March. But the
service had to continue, so most consultations were
conducted by telephone. Better than nothing but, as
psychiatrists will tell you, not being able to see the patient
does restrict their ability to make a complete assessment.
So a new system was launched via Zoom which allowed
patients to dial into a ‘waiting room’ and be seen – quite
literally – by their psychiatrist. A number of psychiatrists
wondered if their patients, average age 82, would be able to
muster the requisite IT skills to make this possible. In addition,
this new system is called ‘attend anywhere’ which as we’ll see
could lead to some confusion.
When ‘attend anywhere’ launched on 1 October one patient
turned up at one of the community hospitals and explained
she had an appointment. The staff were perplexed; no doctor
at the hospital knew anything about this. Further investigation
revealed that the lady did indeed have an appointment with a
psychiatrist. But as the new system was called ‘attend
anywhere’ she had taken it rather too literally. Assuming quite
reasonably that she could simply show up at any Somerset
Foundation NHS Trust facility, and a psychiatrist would be on
hand to meet her.
There are of course two sides to every story. Earlier that day
one psychiatrist (we’re not using names to protect the
innocent) dutifully phoned their client for the appointment.
“But doctor, I’m in the Zoom waiting room” came the
response. Red faces all round. The doctor had forgotten the
new system had launched, while the elderly patient had
apparently had little difficulty in working out how to get into
the Zoom waiting room.
Oh dear. On the plus side things will no doubt settle down
soon.

In yer face
We have become used to Somerset Waste Partnership (SWP)
warning people against using unlicensed traders from
Facebook. The problem with Facebook is that it has little or
no vetting procedures. As long as you can pay, you can
advertise. This has led to a number of prosecutions of
householders who thought they were using genuine waste
disposal businesses. Responding to ‘man with a van’ adverts on
Facebook, they then discovered the waste they had paid to be
collected had been fly-tipped. And, once the waste was traced
back, the householder and not the fly-tipper was prosecuted
by SWP.
Fly-tipping danger
Now the Environment Agency (EA) is warning householders
in Somerset of the same problem. They remind us that waste
carriers, like other licensed
trades, are required to
register and operate in line
with a set of rules that protect
the environment and their
customers. These rules
include disposing of waste in
the right place, storing it safely
and keeping accurate records of transfer and disposal.
Registered waste carriers across the South West have
become concerned about the number of ‘man with a van’
adverts and self-promotion on Facebook and other social
media platforms offering to take away people’s rubbish. If
these traders don’t have a waste carriers’ licence, there is no
guarantee rubbish will go to an authorised site. Instead, it
could end up dumped on the side of the road or burned in a
field, causing environmental damage. And the person who
hired the unregistered trader could face a criminal charge.
Ed Troughton of the EA said: “Rogue traders using social media
to con people into parting with their waste are the new door
steppers. People are then discovering their waste has turned up in a
country lane or beside the road. These illegal waste carriers
undermine legitimate businesses, undercut their prices and blight
the environment. We want people to take three steps to check
whether the collector has a waste carriers’ licence from the
Environment Agency: ask where the rubbish will end up, don't pay
cash and insist on a receipt, then record the details of the vehicle
used to take the rubbish away.”

The Leveller® Says
Advertising in black and white

The Leveller® agrees but would go further and advises against
using adverts on Facebook. The issue here is not just about
rogue traders. It is about advertising. When you use a
Facebook ad you have no idea whether the trader is genuine
or not. Because Facebook is not actually local and it has
virtually no vetting procedures, anyone can advertise whether
they are a real business or rogue trader. We proved that for
an article two years ago when we set up two rogue accounts
ourselves full of buzz words that should have alerted anyone
to the fact they were rogue accounts. Then we applied to
Facebook to advertise the accounts, and they took our money
without in any way questioning the activity.
The message should be twofold. To Facebook users, regard
traders on Facebook with suspicion unless you actually know
who they are. And local businesses looking to enhance their
reputation should think about other platforms. A local
newspaper may sound old fashioned, but we do vet our
advertisers. People know that businesses in The Leveller® are
local, genuine and are part of the community.

Crumbs of comfort
Rail fares to rise – but later

While the future management of our railways seems to be as
up in the air as ever, at least this year there will be some tem-
porary relief for commuters. Rail tickets will remain at 2020
prices until March 1 2021. This means that you can buy a new
season ticket at old prices.
Meanwhile government guidance remains that you should re-
duce the number of journeys you make wherever possible.
Walk or cycle where feasible, and plan ahead and avoid busy
times and routes on public transport. This will allow you to
practise social distancing while you travel. If you’re in Tier 3,
you should avoid travelling outside of your area.
It is a reminder that for most of us, following government ad-
vice meant we couldn’t use the trains. For at least four months
in areas outside COVID Tier 3, much longer for those areas
within COVID Tier 3.
So, looking at the government announcement in the cold light
of day, just two months extra on your season ticket looks to
be a poor deal for the rail com-
muter.
Other rail price rises will also kick
in on 1 March. Regulated fares
will increase by 2.6%. Again that
may be hard to justify after the
way 2020 turned out.
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Let me start with a quick question for
you. What do Marcus Fysh MP and
South Somerset District Council
(SSDC) have in common? Besides the
fact that both are based in Yeovil, that
is. The answer is that both have trouble
with filing documents at Companies
House in line with legal requirements.
We have reported extensively on Mr
Fysh’s woes with his accounts.
However, SSDC are now having similar
trouble. We were mystified when
senior SSDC officers took management
control of a company called Fareham
Energy Reserve Limited back in July.
We reported on the fact on 15 August
but could not get SSDC to comment.
Eventually on 1 September they put out
a press release acknowledging the facts,
exactly as we had reported them. They
announced that they would also be
building a 40MW battery storage facility
near Fareham in Hampshire which will
be one of the most advanced in the
UK.
Strange though that they should be
running the business as directors, yet
did not own the company. The original
shareholders were still in place; at least
according to Companies House. Then
on 1 October, the relevant documents

were filed, acknowledging that the
change of control had actually
happened back on 10 July. That is 83
days after the event.
Event-driven filing rules
A change in ownership of a business is
something Companies House refer to
as an “event-driven filing”. The period
allowed for these filings was increased
back in March in light of the COVID-19
situation. You are now allowed 42 days
to complete the filing. Unlike Mr Fysh
who was an investment banker before
becoming an MP, SSDC are
inexperienced in these matters.
Nevertheless as anyone running a
company will know, there are late filing
penalties and SSDC should now be
fined by Companies House. The real
worry though, is it flags up a certain
naivety in business.
Still waiting for answers
There are other unanswered questions
too. I say unanswered because we
submitted them to SSDC’s comms
team and they declined to answer
them:
How much did they pay the existing
shareholder, Balanced Grid Works
(which is in turn owned, via a complex
share structure by 10 private

individuals) for the shares in Fareham
Energy Reserve Limited?
What are the £506,083 of financial
commitments referred to in the
accounts (but not included in the
balance sheet) of the company that
SSDC bought?
What is the relationship between
Fareham Energy Reserve Limited the
company that SSDC bought, and
Fareham Energy Reserve 2 Limited
which is still owned by Balanced Grid
Works?
We are of course disappointed that
SSDC refuse to answer questions like
this. Are taxpayers not entitled to
know how much of their money has
been spent buying shares in an energy
company owned by 10 private
individuals?

In the same boat
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From the Companies House
website on filing deadlines:
Event-driven filings: You’ll get more time
to file details of certain company events.
In particular, this includes any changes
you’re required to file to update your
company’s record before you file your
confirmation statement. The period
allowed to deliver details of the event
will increase to 42 days.
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Last month we interviewed Federica
Smith-Roberts about the 5 District
Councils proposal for the future of
local government in Somerset. They
are proposing two new unitary
authorities, a Somerset East and
Somerset West. This month we turn to
the alternative. Somerset County
Council are proposing a “One
Somerset” model which will take the
current Somerset County Council area
and create one new unitary authority
to cover the area. So it only seemed
right to interview David Fothergill and
find our more about his proposals. This
is what he had to say:
One of the criticisms of One Somerset,
is that it isn’t. In other words it sells
short the old county of Somerset. Now
BANES and North Somerset have both
been invited to submit a proposal to
the Secretary of State, is their room
for changing the One Somerset offer?
Or should we accept it is inevitable
they will merge with Bristol?
DF:  Neither BANES nor North Somerset
councils have submitted proposals – they
see their future as separate entities.
BANES is part of the West of England
Combined Authority and North Somerset
is seeking to join, so their future appears
to lie with Bristol and South
Gloucestershire. Our proposal, therefore, is
for a single council for the current two-tier,
five-council area delivering joined-up, high
quality services to residents and business
in local communities, devolving assets and
services to town and parish councils, while
making annual savings of £18.5m per
year. This proposal meets the
government’s three tests for local
government reform.
Would you accept now that the
District Councils have performed a U
Turn, that Stronger Somerset offers a
workable alternative to One Somerset,
even if it is not the one you want. In
other words, we will have a unitary
council at the end of the process.
DF: No, their proposals don’t work.
Replacing the current five organisations
with five new ones (Ed’s note: 2 unitary
authorities and 3 shared services
bodies) is not a sensible or affordable
plan, it doesn’t even meet the
government’s basic test of simplifying
governance structures and making them
more financially sustainable. Splitting the
county in two weakens our voice nationally
and internationally, and both new councils
would be financially unsustainable as other
 smaller unitaries have demonstrated.
Levels of deprivation in the west of the
county are twice that in the east and these

 are the sort of issues that have been
ignored in the district proposal. The
supporting financial analysis in Stronger
Somerset misses many substantial costs,
such as the set up and running costs of the
Alternative Delivery Vehicle for children’s
services  which run to several million
pounds per year, undermining the savings
claimed. And that is all before you start to
ask about what happens to all the shared
services and responsibilities as each of the
new council’s priorities diverge, as they are
bound to do over time.
The main objection put forward to the
idea of a single unitary authority, is that
the interests of a community near
Minehead, Frome, Cheddar or
Wincanton will be very different. How
do you believe does One Somerset
become a one size fits all solution.
DF: One Somerset is not a one size fits all

solution. Just look at how councils operate
now... 80% of services are funded across
the whole of Somerset – that includes
adults social care, children, fixing roads,
waste – the really big stuff that matters to
all our residents. And the key services are
not based solely in County Hall, they
operate across many locations and across
each district in Somerset. In fact, we have
more people working in the districts than
the district councils do!
It enables a single, larger council to provide
those services which go county wide with
the ability to join up the systems across the
whole county; for example enabling adult
social care and housing options to be truly
integrated and able to provide a seamless
single service to users. On the other hand,
our proposals for Local Community
Networks (the mechanism through which
local decisions and services will be
delivered) and devolution of assets and
service to local town and parish councils
delivers truly local influence, decision
making and accountability. Single county

 wide unitary councils work very well across
the country and are more than able to
reflect the different and unique
communities they represent.
Do you believe the public should be
consulted on any new arrangements?
We know there are informal chats with
parish councils and “stakeholders” but
surely this should be put to a
referendum of Somerset residents?
DF: They certainly should be consulted,
and the Secretary of State will be
 conducting his statutory consultation with
 all stakeholders – residents, businesses,
partners such as health, police, fire, the
local enterprise partnership as well as the
voluntary and community sector. Everybody
will be able to have their say.
One advantage of the Stronger
Somerset bid is that they will be forced
to take a fresh look at institutions they
have no experience of dealing with.
That could be refreshing. Is there not a
danger that One Somerset ends up
embedding weaknesses in the current
way of doing things, into a new
authority. Isn’t challenging the way
things are done a good idea?
DF: A new single council for Somerset
would be just that: new, with new political
leadership, management, culture, service
design, processes and operations. The new
council would need to look at, and
challenge, all 350 services being operated
by the existing five councils and determine
how to improve these for users whilst
making them affordable and resilient to
the challenges ahead. That’s the challenge
ahead that we face and must meet.
Should this exercise be all about saving
money? Isn’t it better to focus on
improving services?
DF: It’s not about saving money – that’s a
sound by-product of what we propose. It’s
about enabling our communities to have
greater influence over how local
government and its partners work in their
areas; it’s about delivering better quality
services; it’s about making those services
resilient to the challenges ahead (global
pandemics, climate change, the economic
impact of the last twelve months, etc.). It’s
about enabling Somerset to join with other
similar sized councils to take part in the
devolution that central government plans
in the forthcoming white paper on
devolution and recovery.
Somerset has a poor track record of
reorganisation. SouthWestOne, the
disastrous merger of Taunton Deane
and West Somerset (which cost too
much and led to many staff leaving via a
very generous redundancy scheme) and
the overbudget transformation project
 in South Somerset, that has resulted in

One Somerset - an interview with David Fothergill
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planning chaos in the district. How can you ensure that
another reorganisation in our county doesn’t come off the
rails?
DF: You’re quite right there. We plan to work across all five
councils, and organisations outside local government, and assemble
a team of people who are expert and experienced at leading and
delivering large scale change. Our business case details that and
how the  implementation will be organised and delivered.  Stronger
Somerset wants to reinvent SouthWestOne with its own version
-SouthWestTwo – it will end in disaster.
Should there be an election next year for SCC?
DF: That’s a question for the Secretary of State, but it is quite
normal for him to postpone elections in areas that are about to
embark on local government reorganisation because to spend
nearly £1m on having an election to an authority which is due to be
replaced by a new council, with new elected members isn’t sensible.
A timetable to a new unitary authority, whichever model is
chosen, has been set. That sees the new authority starting in
April 2023. Given the situation with COVID 19, is that a
realistic timetable in your view?
DF: The indication is that the new authority would need to be in
operation by 2023. That is entirely feasible with our other ongoing
commitments. If the Secretary of State makes a decision by the
middle of 2021 as indicated, that would provide an implementation
timing of over 18 months, which compares well with other similar
local government reform implementation plans.
We would like to take the opportunity to thank David
Fothergill for talking to us about the plans for “One
Somerset”. Together with the interview with Federica Smith-
Roberts in our last issue about Stronger Somerset, our
readers will have the chance to get a good feel for the
alternatives on offer. COVID 19 will undoubtedly delay
matters, but at least you have a flavour of what to expect.



It is entirely understandable that the
Somerset Clinical Commissioning
Group (CCG) are asking residents to
contact 111 first, before visiting A&E.
Especially as services are stretched by
the COVID-19 pandemic, it makes
sense to try and get people to the right
place for treatment. What the CCG
would like, is to be able to triage
(decide where best to send a patient)
over the phone. In theory if people
contact NHS 111 by phone or online,
at any time of the day or night, they can
get medical advice and care. Dr Helen
Thomas, Clinical Lead for Urgent and
Emergency care at Somerset CCG
explained “We want to ensure that
people can access the right care, in the
right place and at the right time. If people
have an urgent, but non-life threatening
medical need – by contacting 111 first, we
can provide medical advice and
assessment quickly.”
Spot the difference?
This is what the CCG have to say
about how the new service differs from
the old 111: “The key difference in the
new Think 111 service is that after initially
calling NHS 111 with a clinical concern
that is not an emergency requiring a 999
response, the call will be passed to a
clinician within the Clinical Assessment
Service for triage and direct referral where
necessary to their GP surgery, local MIU or
emergency department. The receiving
medical team will have knowledge of the
patient and the concerns. The aim is to
reduce unnecessary visits to emergency
departments, and ensure that people are
seen by the most appropriate service in a
timely manner by encouraging people to
contact 111 first. This will also support the
NHS to manage the flow of patients when
capacity in waiting rooms is much smaller
than before to maintain social distancing
and a ‘covid secure’ service.
For minor and routine healthcare
needs, people are encouraged to self-
care, contact their local community
pharmacy or GP surgery in the usual
way. People can still go to Emergency
Departments (A&E) or Minor Injury
Units for urgent care without calling
ahead but thinking “NHS 111 First” will
mean:
• shorter waiting times via a booked
slot at the emergency department or
another appropriate service and
• safe social distancing away from busy
emergency department waiting rooms to
protect you and others from COVID-19.”
CQC findings
The new service was launched on 1
December. This, together with the

Urgent Integrated Care Service (UICS)
is provided to Somerset by Devon
Doctors. The launch by the Somerset
CCG seems like good news. There is of
course a but. That but is that on 15
September last year, the Care Quality
Commission (CQC) issued a report on
the 111 service. You would hope that
the training of staff manning the 111
service would be up to scratch.
However the CQC found that:
“In the Somerset UICS, three out of 58
members of staff had not completed
training. The training matrix also showed
that four members of staff had not
completed up to date training. We
identified that 17 out of 42 clinical
members of staff were not up to date with
their level three child
safeguarding training in line with the
service’s policy, and 10 of the records on
the training matrix were blank.”
Several quite shocking examples of
failings in the system were given in the
report. This is an example, albeit the
worst: “In the past nine months an
incident occurred where a patient had
fallen, and contact was made with NHS
111 service and passed to the out of hours
GP for a call back within two hours. This
was completed and the clinician
determined that an urgent home visit was
required. The outcome of this visit was a
possible infection and a further home visit
was arranged to check on the patient’s
condition. During this visit the clinician did
not carry out an examination,
giving a reason that they had
other work which needed to be
completed. The patient’s
condition subsequently
deteriorated and they died the
following morning.”
It is not just the failings of the
service that make for difficult reading,
in this example Devon Doctors are
taken to task for not learning from
what went wrong: “The service had been
contacted by a care home regarding an
unresponsive patient. The care home did
not receive a call back from the service
until seven hours after their initial contact.
The outcome from their investigation did
not identify any learning and concluded
that no further action was required as it
was identified that the patient was
deceased at the point of first contact, and
that the seven hour delay had not led to
further exacerbation of the circumstances.”
CCG have their say
The CCG are keen to point out that
“the new NHS 111 First model in
Somerset is delivered by a combination of
the Practice Plus Group (formerly Care UK)

and Devon Doctors. Practice Plus Group
(formerly Care UK) are sub-contracted by
Devon Doctors to run the phone element
of the 111 service. Devon Doctors directly
provide the out of hours GP service and the
clinical assessment service as part of NHS
111 First.” And when the CQC
reviewed Practice Plus Group, their
performance was generally to a good
standard. It is worth noting, as is the
observation by the CCG that “The
findings in the CQC report relate, in the
main, to the Devon part of the service,
rather than Somerset.”
While this is true, the fact remains that
there were several examples in the
report of failings impacting patients in
Somerset. And as Devon Doctors are
managing the contract as a whole and
are ultimately responsible for the whole
service, their failings are highly relevant
to Somerset patients. The CCG have
also told The Leveller® “We continue to
collaborate closely with Devon Doctors,
who have already implemented an
improvement plan in response to the CQC
report, and are assured by the
improvements they have made, and
continue to make, to Somerset's UICS.”
And, given what the Somerset CCG are
now asking us to do, this finding in the
CQC report is especially concerning:
“The service could not fully demonstrate
that the systems to assess, monitor and
manage risks to patients were effective.
The system for managing surges in

demand was not effective
and did not demonstrate that
patient safety was
maintained.” And this one
relating directly to patients
being offered a telephone
service: “We reviewed the
service’s complaint log from

August 2019 to the time of the inspection
and found that a total of 117 out of 169
complaints related to patients experiencing
a delay in being called back or not
receiving a call back. This resulted in
patients having to contact the emergency
services.
Future worries
Of course things do go wrong. But you
might have hoped that the Somerset
CCG would acknowledge that there
have been serious shortcomings in the
111 service. They have now, but only
because The Leveller® specifically
challenged them on it. It would have
looked much better if the CCG
acknowledged all of this up front when
launching the new service.
After all this CQC report was issued
just four months ago in September. It is
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not exactly ancient history. The CCG might have taken the
opportunity to reassure the public that this was actively being
addressed and the service was now in a much better shape.
But the announcement had nothing to say about it. This does
not inspire confidence. And, with that thought we leave you
with one last finding from the CQC report about the ability of
the service to assess its own performance:
“Since August 2019, the service had received 179 complaints
Nine had been identified by the service as incidents of high
risk of harm.
Six had been identified by the service as incidents of moderate
risk of harm.
These had been recorded on the service’s significant event log.
However, on review we identified an additional 30 events from the
complaints log which could also have been classed as either
moderate or high risk of harm.”  AL



42

Here’s a thing. In the midst of the pandemic, The Leveller®
tried to get a Bounce Back Loan through our bank, Barclays.
To say the process was a nightmare is an understatement. It
took months. In the midst of this, in May I went into the
branch to find out what was happening to my application. The
teller quite rightly asked for my ID; I offered my driving
licence. The teller told me it had expired, she could not
accept it and I had to go and get alternative ID. In something
of a panic I returned later with a passport.
The whole Bounce Back Loan saga continued until the end of
June. I found on occasion that the only way to get Barclays to
take an interest was to tweet out my experience to the
Federation of Small Businesses, Chamber of Commerce, local
MPs and anyone else I could think of. That usually worked to
get things moving again.
Driver delays
However, by now I was equally worried about driving
without a valid driving licence. Why hadn’t the DVLA written
to warn me it was about to expire? They usually do. Of
course it would still be my fault for not noticing myself. So I
rushed my old licence off to the DVLA and, a couple of
weeks later, back came a nice shiny new one.
As a result of my experience, my wife checked her licence. It
too had expired. But being a more thorough person, she
looked up online exactly what to do. Then she showed me
the government website with this advice (it is a verbatim
quote from the website):
“Drivers with a photocard driving licence due to expire between 1
February and 31 August 2020 will be granted a 7 month

extension from the date of expiry. The extension will start from the
date your licence is due to expire.”
So I had absolutely no reason to update my driving licence.
That was down to me. But, it was down to Barclays that they
had refused to accept what was, in fact, a valid driving licence
as ID. So, having written this piece we sent it to Barclays to
see if their advice was a matter of policy or not. In response a
Barclays spokesperson told us: “Yes you are absolutely correct
that the UK Driving Licences has been extended and the decision
to allow a driving licence that expires between 1 February and
31 December 2020 to be automatically extended was
announced on 4 June 2020.
I understand one of my colleagues highlighted in May 2020 that
your UK Driving Licence had expired. As such, at the time, I believe
our colleague provided the correct and appropriate guidance. I can
also confirm that since the above announcement in June – all of
our cashiers have been made aware that they can accept a
photocard driving licence that expires between 1 February 2020
and 31 August 2020 for up to seven months after the stated
expiry date.”
Confused.com
Fair enough, my driving licence was turned down as ID in May
and the extension hadn’t been announced at that point. So
apparently I was unlucky. Even so we thought readers might
like to be aware of this. You may not need a new driving
licence just yet. And it should be accepted as a valid form of
ID even if it is apparently out of date.
But that is not quite the end of it.
Sharper eyed readers will have noticed the inconsistency in
the Barclays statement. The dates appear to be different. That
is because they have muddled up two very different
government announcements:
�� On 4 June Government announced a 7 month extension
to licences that expired between 1 February and 31 August
2020.
�� On 1 September Government announced an 11 month
extension to licences that expired between 1 February and
31 December 2020.
What is clear is that the advice Barclays say they have given
to staff, is actually wrong and out of date. Which
unfortunately proves our point. There is still considerable
confusion over the validity of driving licences and that you
cannot rely on them being accepted as ID, even if it is valid.
And at least one UK bank has apparently given cashiers out-
of-date information.
You have been warned!
AP
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Local democracy at risk?
CPRE Somerset is calling on Somerset MPs to stop damaging
changes to the planning system. According to the countryside
charity, affordable housing, access to countryside and green
space, local democracy and effective local action to tackle the
climate emergency are all on the line.
Countryside campaigners are calling on our Somerset MPs to
ensure that people and the countryside are at the heart of local
decision-making. The government's Planning white paper and
corresponding consultation, published in August 2020, represent
a major dismantling of the planning system which would
effectively cut local participation by half. CPRE Somerset is
warning that such changes would reduce the ability of Somerset
residents to shape the future of where they live.
Getting planning concerns heard
As ever the point is that large swathes of Somerset countryside
have been built over with speculative developments. Yet CPRE
points out in Somerset there is potential for 6,407 homes on
brownfield land – land that has previously been developed.
Chris Lewis, Chair of [CPRE Somerset], is laying down the
gauntlet: “we’re calling on our five Somerset MPs – James Heappey,
David Warburton, Rebecca Pow, Marcus Fysh and Ian Liddell-
Grainger – to champion our voice in parliament, and that of
thousands among our community who are concerned about these
damaging planning proposals. We ask that our Somerset MPs send
our message to the Secretary of State: we will not stand by as our
right to decide what happens in our community is stripped away.”
Since the proposals were published, more than 300,000 people
have signed CPRE’s petitions in opposition to the government’s
plans, while Downing Street now faces a backbench rebellion
from over 70 of its own MPs. CPRE Somerset is calling on our
Somerset MPs to join the ranks of those in parliament
championing local democracy and make the concerns of
thousands of their constituents known. Added to which, a
recent poll revealed that only 4% of elected councillors believe
the proposals would make the planning system more
democratic.
Crispin Truman, Chief Executive of CPRE the countryside
charity, told The Leveller® “That’s why we’re campaigning for a
planning system that gives everyone a secure place to call home, a
voice in their community and easy access to green space and the
countryside. This can only happen with a system that puts people, not
developers, front and centre – a truly democratic planning system
with people and nature at its heart. Only then can the government
begin delivering the homes and places that communities will feel
proud to call home.”  AL

Protest over telecoms masts
Before Christmas a petition was launched by two communities
in the Quantocks protesting at the siting of two telecoms masts by mobile company EE. The petition claims “Without consulting
local communities, the mobile phone company EE has chosen two stunningly beautiful hillsides on the Quantock Hills for telecommunication
masts. If built on these sites in the villages of Aisholt and Broomfield, the masts will seriously harm the unique and ancient Quantock land-
scape enjoyed by many thousands of local people and visitors from across the UK and abroad.”
It goes on to ask Sedgemoor and Somerset West and Taunton Councils to reject the planning applications for the masts to be
built. The parish Council at Broomfield have already voiced their opposition to the planned mast in their parish.

In guidance issued by central government in 2017 there is a requirement on local authorities to “have regard for the purpose of
conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB” when looking at structures built for utility and telecoms companies. We
asked Sedgemoor District Council how they saw the situation as regards proper consultation. Their spokesperson acknowl-
edged that there is a code of best practice on mobile network development in England which requires clear communication with
local communities.
However the spokesperson also added “The agent has clarified that this is a re-submission of an application which was withdrawn and
amended with the submission of additional information.   Prior to the submission of the previous application, they went through a round of
consultations with the various stakeholders before it was withdrawn.”
It is clear the petitioners do not see that as good enough. It will be interesting to see what the District Councils make of it when
making their planning decision. AL
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Education News

Last month Somerset County Council completed a
consultation on the future of schooling in the Ilminster and
Crewkerne area. We mean consultation in the loosest sense.
Only one option was offered, and it was the least popular
option with parents when SCC last consulted. That is to
abandon the current middle school system and move to a
primary and secondary school system with a cut off at age 11.
A Somerset County Council spokesperson told The Leveller®
“High quality education is an absolute priority for Somerset County
Council but declining pupil numbers in the Crewkerne and
Ilminster area put the ability to continue the current high quality at
risk.The latest consultation is the second time we have consulted.
The first looked at a wide range of options. In this second
consultation we have received a big response and many different
views, including both support and opposition, alternative
suggestions and requests for more information about how this
model might work. All of this is valuable and we will think hard
about whether to stop the process and reconsider, or go forward to
another round of consultation.
If the decision is to go forward, a further consultation period would
run for four weeks. This is a stage that would be required by law.
Any proposal would then go forward to Cabinet for a final
decision.”
SCC forecast Wadham School will have accumulated around
£2m in debt by the start of the next school year. The school
has suffered from falling numbers. It also emerged last month
that Swanmead School also has debts of around £80k that will
need to be repaid.
We asked local county councillor Linda Vijeh what she made
of the current situation. She told The Leveller® “The situation

with regard to the restructuring of the school system within the
Ilminster and Crewkerne catchment area has been ongoing for
some years. That it has taken SCC this length of time to get to the
stage we are at is both a reflection of the seriousness and
complexity of the issue, and also a failure, until recently, to allocate
sufficient resources towards the necessary progress to resolve the
problem. The result has been a very unsettling time for parents,
teaching staff and pupils.
Whilst views may differ as to whether or not the current three-tier
system should remain, or whether a two-tier system, similar to that
which exists in many parts of the country, should be introduced,
there is at least general agreement that the status quo cannot
remain. This is in large part due to the continued cuts in
government funding, and where Somerset schools languish at the
bottom of the pile when compared with the financial support
provided to other areas of the country.
What is not in doubt is that, under the current system, with debts
in excess of £1m. Wadham School as it stands is no longer viable
unless it extends its age range, which in turn will allow it to offer a
broader curriculum, more suited to attracting the numbers of
secondary school pupils it will need to survive. What is frustrating
is that this situation has developed over a number of years without
being addressed. Even under the present proposal there remains
no solution to recouping Wadham’s huge deficit, other than to pay
it off over a number of years.
As might be expected, both sides of the three-versus-two-tier
argument have been vocal in their opinions, and rightly so.
I have always been a fan of small organisations, schools included,
but I am all too aware that my viewpoint is bucking the current
trend; big, if for no other reason than economies of scale, is a
direction that all organisations are moving towards.
I am often asked for my opinion in relation to the debate over the
future of schools in the two towns. Whilst I do have my own
thoughts on the matter, I feel it is incumbent upon me to wait to
analyse the results of consultations that are ongoing, and above all,
despite the lobbying, to maintain my focus on what in the long run
will be in the best interests of the future education of our children.
That, after all, is all that matters.”

The Jury Is Out
…on the future of Ilminster and Crewkerne schools

Happy 150th Anniversary
2020 managed to pass without our acknowledging a milestone
anniversary for one of our County Town’s more iconic
buildings. Taunton School is synonymous with its neo-gothic
main building and iconic clock tower. The school had
previously been on the Wellington Road, close to where the
Tesco store is today. In need of more space, the Staplegrove
Road site was acquired in 1867.. The foundation stone for the
new building was laid in October 1867 and it was completed in
the spring of 1870. 2020 therefore marked the 150th

anniversary of the completion of the building.
The school buildings were designed by architect Joseph James
and the commission was given to popular local builder of the
day Henry Davis whose other works are dotted throughout
the county town, including nearby Hestercombe House.
An opening ceremony took place on 14th June 1870 which
involved a procession from the old school, led by a fife and
drum band, to the new site, followed by a grand luncheon
attended by the great and good of the local community. A
prize giving was held later that day, a tradition that is still
continued with the Commemoration held on the last day of
term when awards are presented to students for outstanding
achievements.
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So, we all somehow survived a very quiet
Christmas and, for lots of people, not the
Christmas they had planned.
The disruption did get me thinking about
planning though. Many years ago, I worked
with a lady who had written a full ten-year life
plan. It was really quite detailed down to

where and when holidays would be taken, what qualifications
she would study for and when she would have her children.
She said it kept her focused and allowed her to put things in
place for the future.
Personally, I think that if the pandemic has taught us anything
it is that we must be adaptable, that we must react positively
to change and that sometimes things are simply outside of
our control.
However, a little forward planning, perhaps even planning for
the worst, is a way of having some peace of mind. I guess it is
all about a reasonable compromise. If every detail of your
future years is planned you are likely to suffer some
disappointments as well as some unplanned surprises but if
you think about the things that worry you the most and put
something in place just in case they come about then,
although they may still happen, they will perhaps be less
difficult.
I am often asked: “Why should I do a Will or Lasting Power of
Attorney now? I hope to have many years ahead of me and I
certainly haven’t lost my mental competence. It’s wasted money”.
Well if there is one thing that we have no control over its
death! Losing a loved one is always heart-breaking but there
can be considerably more distress caused when there is no
Will to guide loved ones on funeral arrangements, who is

going to look after Rufus the Rottweiler and who is entitled to
take possession of the family prized ornament of a seated lady
(it is obviously worth a fortune as one just the same was
featured on Antiques Roadshow!)
I may joke but, after many years in the legal profession, I know
that these are the things that families fall out over and add to
the huge distress of losing someone close. Of course, a Will
makes sure that your house and money go to your chosen
beneficiaries, but it is very often the smaller details that are the
most important.
For anyone that knows someone with dementia, you will be
aware that the symptoms can be very mild for many years.
These are often ignored or even barely noticed but it can mean
that by the time things have progressed the person no longer
has enough understanding to be able to execute Lasting Power
of Attorney.
Lasting Power of Attorney allows you to appoint an attorney or
attorneys of your choice to make decisions in respect of your
property and financial affairs and your health and welfare. When
Lasting Power of Attorney is in place it ensures that funds can
be utilised as needed and that those that you love choose the
care that you receive.
Paying for legal documents that may never be used may seem a
waste of money. I always think that, in the case of Lasting
Power of Attorney, if you never need to use them that is very
good news! If you do, however, you have planned ahead and
can be sure you are fully looked after by people that you have
chosen.
If any of this has made you think that you would like to
consider a little forward planning, then please give me a call on
01935 382689 or email at catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk
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Between a Rock and
a Hard Place

The £100m deal struck at the start of November will save
the future of Street-based company Clarks.
The majority of the company will now be controlled by Honk
Kong-based investment company Lion Rock. The Clark family
will lose much of their influence over the business and the
majority of their shareholding in it.
This deal has been trumpeted as a great success. The Leveller®
wonders if this is really how things are? But it has come with
some ropes attached. The deal was contingent on a Creditors
Voluntary Arrangement (CVA). The hope is to renegotiate
leases on stores, in some cases taking rent-free periods, and
taking a share of revenue as rent, in order to drastically
reduce rents. It is also hoped to come to an arrangement
with existing creditors to renegotiate what they are owed.
The deal may save the company HQ and the cash injection
will allow Clarks’ 320 shops across the UK to stay open and
save jobs, the Somerset-based shoemaker said on 4
November. However it looks and feels like a sticking plaster
to cover a large open wound. The company will surely need
considerable refocusing, an enhanced online offer and a
rethink about how the retail outlets are used in co-ordination
with the online offering.
Ordinarily the injection of £100m might be seen as a major
success. The statement from Interim Chief Financial Officer
Philip de Klerk puts that into context. It is much more
downbeat: “In order to address the permanent shift in structural
shopping behaviour as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
CVA is being launched out of absolute necessity. It is important to
stress that we are not announcing the closure of any stores today,
and employees and suppliers will continue to be paid."

Mike Ashley purchase of
Mulberry shares

Elsewhere the decline in fortunes of Mulberry PLC, the
executive bag maker based in Chilcompton has also been in
the news. Frasers Group PLC purchased 4,335,720 ordinary
shares in the company on 19 November. The shares were
not bought in the open market, but from Icelandic group,
Kaupthing ehf at 150 pence per share. The purchase took
Frasers Group’s holding interests in Mulberry to 22,149,437
ordinary shares representing, in total, 36.82 per cent of the
existing issued share capital – and voting rights – of Mulberry.
Because the majority of the shares (56%) are still held by
Challice Limited, Frasers Group did not have to make a share
offer to other shareholders when they acquired the tranche
from Kaupthing ehf.
The involvement of Mike Ashley’s company as a shareholder
is bound to signify renewed interest in the fortunes of
Mulberry. And it is indeed a strange reversal. When Frasers
Group was heading towards administration, Mulberry was
one of the big losers. On 7 November 2018 The Guardian
reported “The House of Fraser collapse resulted in a bad debt
and asset write-off of £2.1m at Mulberry with sales in the
concessions and via the department store’s website “materially
lower” during the period. From mid August, when the department
store fell into administration, to the end of September, Mulberry’s
sales via House of Fraser halved to £1m from £2m in the same
period a year before. The drop is partly the result of the closure of
three concessions in the department store chain, where Mulberry
still has 17 outlets.” Since that announcement the Mulberry
share price has fallen from £3.75 to £1.49 immediately before
the announcement of the Frasers Group purchase.
Now having been saved by Mike Ashley, Frasers Group has
returned to take a substantial stake in Mulberry. Once again
the fortunes of the two companies may turn out to be
inextricably linked.

Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright
Get to work on your cash flow

Business News

VAT Deferral
You may remember that as back in the Spring businesses
were allowed to defer payment of VAT due fro the period
between 20 March and 30 June 2020. Originally it was
stipulated that this VAT must be paid in full by the end of
March 2021.
Then in the Autumn budget, as part of the Winter Economy
Plan the Government announced that the deferred VAT
could be paid in smaller payments over a longer period.
Instead of paying the full amount by the end of March 2021,
you can make smaller payments up to the end of March 2022,
interest free. So as March is now starting to feel quite close,
what happens next.
You will need to opt into the scheme if you want to pay your
deferred VAT beyond the end of March 2021. The VAT
deferral new payment scheme will require a direct debit to
be set up as part of the digital opt-in process. This must be
done by the authorised bank account holder only.
Government has said it will communicate the details of the
scheme and its operation in time for you to complete the
opt-in process. But has not yet done so.
If you can pay your deferred VAT, you should still do so by
31 March 2021. You should contact HMRC’s Time to Pay
service if you need more help to pay deferred VAT.
Payment Support Service Telephone: 0300 200 3835
Bounce back loans
The other big announcement in the budget to help business

 cash flow, related to the bounce back loans. The first thing
to say is that if you don’t already have a bounce back loan,
you can still apply.
You only have until 31 January 2021 to apply, so DON'T
delay. Most lenders will require you to book a background-
check appointment, so don't leave it to the last minute.
You can borrow between £2,000 and £50,000. Though the
amount is capped at 25% of your total turnover (usually for
calendar year 2019, or new businesses can estimate).
What the Chancellor announced in the autumn was that
although the loans were originally set up with a 6 year
repayment schedule, they can now be extended to 10 years.
However, you can repay at any time without paying a fee,
which gives you flexibility – and of course, the sooner you
repay once interest is charged, the smaller the overall cost.
How do you extend the loan you have to 10 years?
Unfortunately this is not automatic. It relies on applying to
your bank and I don’t need to remind you how rubbish so
many of our banks have been when it comes to dealing with
these loans.
It is probably worth getting in touch with
your bank as soon as possible to
reschedule these repayments, but if cash is
king, it is surely worth doing.

Lindsey Wright is a partner in
Accounting Angels of Somerton
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Business /  Jobs

The shortlist for this year’s Somerset
Business Awards has been announced.
The list ios as diverse as ever and
speaks to the success of the Awards in
promoting local business and
enterprise. We are told that this year
the judges faced a particularly tough
time whittling down a record-breaking
number of entries in this year’s awards,
which are run annually by the Somerset
Chamber of Commerce.
The 2021 shortlisted nominees come
from all corners of the county,
including Cheddar, Bridgwater,
Taunton, Shepton Mallet, Midsomer
Norton, Axbridge, Sparkford,
Roadwater, Frome, Highbridge,
Wellington, Ilminster, Yeovil, North
Petherton, Allerford, Weston-super-
Mare, Clevedon, Wincanton, Langport,
Nailsea, Chard, Somerton, Milborne
Port, Compton Martin, Glastonbury
and Baltonsborough.
Of course even having deferred the
awards until March this year, it is
almost certainly going to be a bit of a

hybrid show. The big celebratory
dinner of previous years will have to be
replaced by something a little more
socially distanced. The current plan is
to run a live online broadcast from the
McMillan Theatre, in Bridgwater hosted
by BBC Somerset breakfast show’s
Claire Carter at 3pm on March 26,
2021.
This year is the 16th anniversary of the
awards and although it is a shame that
the celebrations will necessarily be
curtailed, it is good to see them going
ahead in the face of the challenges set
by the pandemic.
The initial shortlist announced just
before Christmas will be whittled down
to a list of finalists by the end of
January.
Somerset Chamber Chief Executive
Stephen Henagulph thanked everyone
who had entered the awards. He noted
how pleasing it was to see that the
most hotly contested categories had
included Investing in Somerset, Small
Business of the Year and COVID-19

response. “These awards are the largest
in Somerset and are a fantastic
opportunity to celebrate all that is great
about our diverse business community and
I’m looking forward to the grand final next
month.”
Thes eare the awards up for grabs. If
you think this could be you, why not
enter the next awards?
● Albert Goodman Family Business of

the Year
● Small Business of the Year
● Medium Business of the Year
● Large Business of the Year
● Best Use of Technology
● Charity of the Year
● Employer of the Year
● Investing in Somerset
● Start-up of the Year Award
● Outstanding Achievement
● Environmental Achievement
● Service Excellence
● Somerset Manufacturer and

Producer Award
● Outstanding Business COVID-19

Response

Somerset Business Awards



 Is there a journalist in you…..
……itching to get out?

We offer 2 week internships so you can see if this really is the
stuff you are made of.

We have had loads of young people work with us through to
getting their first article published.

It is admittedly a more trying experience in the midst of a
pandemic but that hasn’t stopped our two most recent

interns successfully completing 2 weeks work and getting
their work published in The Leveller®

Safety First

We will follow all social distancing protocols throughout your
time with us.

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.

Interested?

 Contact us at:
levellereditor@gmail.com

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 or
Juliet on Levellermarketing@gmail.com
to find out more.

 Jobs
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My Somerset Home
More closures

Many of us grew up with the concept of ‘going into town’ –
whether from villages or suburbs. We popped into town to
shop, go to the cinema, listen to a band, go to the theatre, you
name it. But the glue, the thing that kept the town centre as a
destination was shops. Lots of them.
Although the retail news before Christmas was bleak, it was
part of a trend that has been obvious for five years. It was
neither unexpected nor unprecedented. Debenhams has
returned to administration. Arcadia Group has gone too, as
has the smaller fashion retailer Bonmarché. Edinburgh
Woollen Mill (which owns Peacocks) had already also gone
the way of all flesh.
Somerset casualties
This is going to leave big holes in Somerset High Streets: the
Peacocks store in Wells was supposed to house the new Post
Office after the town square one closed; Taunton will lose
Debenhams, Bonmarché and Topshop; Yeovil will lose a
Topshop; Bridgwater will lose both a Peacocks and a
Bonmarché; while Chard will lose a Peacocks as will
Bridgwater, Burnham on Sea, Street and Shepton Mallet.
Finally Frome was supposed to be getting a Peacocks on the
old Argos site and that of course will not now happen.
And of course more may follow as the retail shake-up
continues. For three years now the writing has been on the
wall for the High Street. In that time our planning authorities
(in Somerset that is the District Councils) have failed to grasp
the nettle. Over that three-year period The Leveller® has
consistently called out the lack of any planning strategy for
town centres in a post-retail world. You end up asking
yourself, what exactly has to happen before they will do
something?
Ironically the only time anyone has really asked the question
seriously, is when the landlords of Debenhams Taunton saw
the writing on the wall last autumn. The landlord wanted to
start thinking about what to do, if Debenhams went bust. True
their ideas did not appear to be universally liked. But at least
they asked the question; at least they got a public consultation
going.
Town centre titivation
There have been lots of plans to pretty up the town centres.
Millions have been spent in town centres such as Bridgwater,
Yeovil, Chard and Wincanton. Taunton is to have a new
waterfront. Tidying up the environment, the public realm they
like to call it, a new lick of paint here, flower tubs, new lights
and pedestrian ways there.
And there is nothing wrong with that. But, before you pretty
up the town centre, you surely have to decide what it is for?
And in Local Plans, strategies and the like, this issue has simply
not been addressed. Of course District Councils can only set
the scene. They cannot stop shops closing, they are limited in
what they can do to attract new stores in.
But what they can do – and have not done – is set out a
strategy, a vision for the future of our town centres. And then
consult on it. Because this affects us all. We are social animals
that need social spaces. If shopping is to become a solitary
activity, what should replace it? How should we spend our
time together? What should large urban centres do to make
them attractive places to live? Certainly a couple of nice new
flower tubs will make the place more cheerful, but perhaps we
need bigger thinking than that. Will we still ‘pop into town’?
And if so, then what for?
AL
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A detached four bedroom period property in a popular village of Curry Rivel that offers flexible accommodation with three
bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs and a lounge, dining room, kitchen/breakfast room and a master bedroom and en-suite
shower room downstairs. The property also benefits from a log burner in the lounge, low maintenance gardens, garage and
parking. The house boasts period features that include high ceilings, feature fireplaces and large windows giving rooms a light
and airy feel.

Guide Price of £365,000
To view: contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or sales@english-homes.co.uk

My Somerset Home



Former Wells MP Tessa Munt lives in Wedmore and is the
Somerset County Councillor for Wells. Since June 2020 she
has been chair of the not-for-profit organisation
WhistleblowersUK which provides support for people who
speak out against wrong-doing at their
workplace. It also campaigns for better
protection of whistleblowers like the hospital
whistleblowers who in recent times described
being intimidated by senior managers for having
raised concerns over shortages of personal
protective equipment. Stephanie Harris Plender
spoke to Tessa Munt for the next in our
occasional series of interviews with Somerset
locals about their working lives and about their
likes and dislikes concerning the county.
Why did you take on the role of Chair of
WhistleblowersUK?
TM:  When I was in Westminster, I came across a number of
cases where people needed help and had been treated desperately
unfairly after they had whistleblown, rather than being treated as
the CEO’s ‘best friend’. The Post Office scandal is a fantastic
example where they wrongly pursued court cases against hundreds
of subpostofficers for fraud when the financial discrepancies
actually arose from their own computer system. A postmaster in
one of my local villages alerted me to the fact that somebody else
was accused of dishonesty, I knew her and sensed something was
wrong. Then I came across other cases, then more. In
Westminster, I and others worked with the MP James Arbuthnot –
now in the House of Lords - who has been doggedly determined on
chasing down the Post Office.  I have been in meetings with Paula

Vennells, the then CEO of the Post Office, where she flatly denied
their computer system was flawed. People’s lives have been
completely trashed, they’ve lost their business, many have gone
bankrupt, some have gone to prison. So why WhistleblowersUK? It

offers support to whistleblowers. There are helplines
out there but they don’t necessarily give you, as a
whistleblower, the very best advice – or support from
other whistleblowers.
WhistleblowersUK also campaigns for the
setting up of an Office for the Whistleblower to
oversee the protection of whistleblowers and
tackle retaliation against them. What are the
concerns about lack of protection that need to
be addressed? How does the Public Interest
Disclosure Act 1998 fall short?
TM:  PIDA is meant to protect workers and, oddly

enough, to be a whistleblower you have to be an employee or a
worker so if you are not working for the organisation you don’t
have any legal protection whatsoever. That’s a problem because
we need to make sure people have the ability to whistleblow when
they think there is something wrong. And it’s particularly difficult
when somebody is fired; they are no longer a worker, no longer a
“whistleblower”, therefore they are not protected. We have to
make sure that we have a system that allows people to speak out
without being pilloried. The job of the Office for the Whistleblower
will not be to investigate whistleblowing but to make sure the
existing regulatory bodies actually investigate in line with the
agreed procedures. Pursue the wrong, not the whistleblower.  So
it’s about making sure that the legislation stops victimisation of
people who are essentially the boss’s best friend.
Turning to something more light-hearted, what do you
particularly like about Somerset?
TM:  What I most like is that it IS Somerset! I stand on top of the
Mendip Hills sometimes, there’s a point above Draycott, near
Cheddar, and you can see right the way across, you can see
Cardiff, the Bay, and you can see right over to Wiltshire and
Dorset. Not that Wiltshire or Dorset count at all, Somerset is
everything! I’ve taken some really nice photographs from the top of
that hill. There’s a sort of airfield at the top there and that’s where
the road comes over the top and you are just perching on the edge
of the world with Somerset in front of you and behind you. I’ve
been watching The Last Kingdom, which is a Danes versus Saxons
series on Netflix, and you see scenes from Somerset – incredible to
think it must have been exactly the same because the Levels are
the Levels and the moors are the moors and the hills are the hills.
We are so lucky.
And is there one thing you particularly dislike or would most
like to change?
TM:  I’m always appalled by the fact that there are over 8000
children who live in poverty in Somerset and many more adults
around those children who therefore are also living in poverty. I
think that’s dreadful in 2021. It really, really upsets me that we
haven’t got some of the basics right. We need to ensure there are
decent communications in place. The fact is if you live in poverty
and you don’t have access to a computer and decent broadband
you can’t get a job because every job is online, you can’t get
housing because social housing is online, you can’t access your
doctor, you can’t claim benefits, it’s all online. It’s about access to
all the services we need wherever we are in Somerset and not
having to be in one of our bigger places like Taunton, Yeovil,
Bridgwater. The focus on those places is lovely for the people in
those places, but there are an awful lot of smaller places which are
left behind.

My Somerset Home

Somerset Lives by Stephanie Harris Plender
This month:  Tessa Munt, Chair of WhistleblowersUK

52



My Somerset Home

53



54

At The Farm Gate by Helen Walker
Christmas greetings

As I write these lines it is still just Christmas time, December
the 27th to be precise. To quote a line from the Christmas
carol called Deck the Halls, “tis the season to be jolly”. Boris
Johnson altered this quote to read “tis the season to be jolly
careful”. I believe the quote should also read “tis the season to
be jolly muddy”. If you have not already recycled your
Christmas cards, have a glance through at the scenes they
depict. Amongst all the scenes of Santa, reindeer, nativity
scenes and robins there is bound to be a few scenes of an
agricultural nature. Usually the background of such a card has
a picturesque thatched farmhouse, with a collection of
traditional and more modern Dutch barn type buildings
surrounding it. Just visible in an open fronted building will be a
Ferguson tractor and an ancient series 1 Landrover. In the
foreground will be a ruddy faced farmer, shaking out sweet
smelling hay for a bunch of half a dozen or so bullocks. Clouds
of steamy vapour rises from the breath of these bullocks as
they munch on the hay in a frosty atmosphere. What is never
depicted is the mud! No doubt someone could produce a
muddy Christmas card scene to prove me wrong, but I have
yet to see one.
The truth behind this scene can be rather different to the
Christmas card. The Ferguson tractor and the series 1
Landrover are in the open fronted shed as the frost has
drained their batteries and they will not start. The ruddy faced
farmer cannot feed the bullocks with a round bale as these
weigh up to half a ton and need a tractor with front end
loader to move them. He is therefore reduced to feeding the
bullocks with conventional square bales that weigh sixty or so
pounds and can be carried on the shoulder. Now comes the
mud. He has to get the hay into a round feeder or the
bullocks will trample it under hoof and waste more than they
eat. In trying to get to the round feeder, the bullocks try to
mug him and he has to ward them off with a stick. In doing

this, he manages to get his wellies stuck in
the mud and is unable to move. He is now
at the mercy of the bullocks who can
move surprisingly well in thick mud. As he
struggles, he gets lashed across the face by
a tail encrusted with dung. His cloth cap
comes off to be trampled into the mud. If
this scene was captured on a Christmas
card, it would require a large speech
bubble coming from the farmers mouth,
but full of dashes and stars as what he was
saying could definitely not appear on a

Christmas card!
We have actually managed to have a happy and fairly stress
free Christmas, as I hope everyone else has. Here’s hoping for
a more normal year next year.

Helen Walker and husband Graham own School Farm and the
farm shop at Muchelney which you can contact on 01458 251 127

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith
The New Spain

When you think of Spain the first wines that come to mind
are usually Sherry, Rioja and Cava. Very fine though these are,
there’s much more to the country and it has rediscovered
many styles of red wine in particular that were in danger of
dying out and were very undervalued. The lead came from the
beautiful mountinous Priorat Region in Southern Catalonia
where pioneers rescued historic vineyards of Garnacha
and Cariñena ( known as Grenache and Carignan in France
and responsible for wines such as Chateauneuf du Pape
amongst others). They made powerful complex wines

balanced by a delicious
freshness which today
command prices as vertiginous
as their hillside vineyards.
Sainsbury Taste the Difference
 is a good example at £12.00
which is a reasonable price. If I
had the money, I’d look out for
wines from Alvarro Palacios

which start at around £25 and go up to hundreds per bottle!
 In the course of my work I’ve very lucky to travel around
much of Northern Spain and there are many great old
vineyards producing a similar style. I
remember calling into a particular
Co-operative and tasting great dark
brooding red wine and being told that
it was due to go into a supermarket
own label blend for next to nothing!
Thankfully for the growers things
have changed and they now get better
prices for their wines.   Look out for
wines from Montsant and a particular
favourite is the Castillo de Olite
Coleccion Navarra for £8.99 in
Waitrose which is a real bargain in
you like mature oaky reds. One other
name making news is a grape called
Mencia which is grown in large
quantities in Bierzo. If you like Pinot
Noir or even Cabernet Franc then
this is something to look out for. It’s
usually quite light coloured with
lovely raspberry and cherry flavours.
Waitrose have a really nice one for
£9.99. It’s worth looking out for.
And now to buy
On the shopping front this month, it’s worth calling into

places like Aldi, Lidl and the Co-Op
in January as invariably they will have
left over wines from their Christmas
promotions on clearance. You might
end up with a cheap bottle of port
or Magnum of Prosecco!

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 19 hurting so many local businesses.
Once again many advertisers have been kind to us, supporting us when perhaps they did not need to advertise. We
know that you may not be able to use their services today, but please remember them when the county is open
again and offer them the support they have offered to us.
They are all local businesses and by supporting them you will help to grow our Somerset economy.
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In these times of uncertainty, not knowing how, when, or
where we can see our loved ones, the biggest spanner in the
works is simply not “knowing”!
When we do finally manage to get together we will want to
celebrate new and better times with some fine culinary
diversions!
However I am often faced with customers thrown off course
by the news that a guest is vegan, gluten free or vegetarian!
Well, help is at hand! I have come to the conclusion that we
all need treats to recover from last year! An effort made to
prepare a delicious nibble goes a long way to ensure our
guests feel welcome and you are appreciated for your efforts.
In the cold, dark, of a relentless winter we need a few treats.

treats to break the monotony, and give hope for the lighter
days to come! Sounds familiar!?
Here are some tasty treats that can be enjoyed by all
regardless of dietary needs. And right now we all need
something to look forward to
Vegan truffles
200 g diary free dark chocolate. (Montezumas lordy lord is
good)
100 ml oatly cream
1tbsp caster sugar
1tsp vanilla extract
2tbsp cocoa powder
Dessicated coconut
Bring cream, sugar, vanilla slowly to the boil stirring  add
chopped chocolate take off heat and stir until melted and mix
is smooth. Leave to chill for four hours. Roll  into small truffle
size balls and roll in either cocoa powder or coconut. Keep
chilled , and they will keep fresh for a week.
Sunflower butter fudge
200 ml sunflower butter
80 ml maple syrup
4 tbsp cocoa powder
1 tsp vanilla extract
Gently melt the sunflower butter until runny. Add remaining
ingredients and blitz in a blender. Line a 7inch baking tray
with cling film and press the fudge down firmly and chill for 2
hours, sprinkle with cocoa powder and cut into small squares.
Keeps chilled for a week.
Vegan mac n cheese
250 g macaroni or g free macaroni
700 ml unsweetened almond milk
70 grams cashew pieces
2garlic cloves crushed
40 g g free or plain flour
100;g vegan cheddar  or vegan smoked applewood for a
smoky twist
3tbsp nutritional yeast flakes
2tsp Dijon mustard
Fresh breadcrumbs or g free crumbs
Boil macaroni for two mins, drain,
Boil almond milk with cashews for 1min then blend until
smooth.
Fry garlic in a little oil for a minute, add flour, mix, then
slowly add the milk mix and whisk til smooth, add cheese,
yeast and mustard (add more almond milk if mix is too thick).
Off the heat, pop macaroni into a dish top with sauce, and
breadcrumbs and bake at 180 c for 20 mins until bubbling and
golden.
Vegan tiffin
100g coconut oil
200 gram dark chocolate
2tbsp golden syrup
200g vegan ginger nuts broken into small pieces
150 g dry cranberries
100g shelled pistachio nutsLine a 8 inch square tin with baking
paper. Melt choc  coconut oil and syrup gently in a saucepan
,add remaining ingredients, and stir gently to blend. Pour into
tin, smooth surface and chill for at least 4 hours before
slicing. Will keep in the fridge for a week.
And finally the Cobbs girls wish you all a very Happy and
Healthy New Year!!
Thank you for your amazing support during 2020 and let’s
look forward to a much less challenging 2021….
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Whether we agree with them or not, whether we like them
or not, lockdowns and severe restriction on our freedom to
move have been a feature of the last 12 months.
Stuck at home with screens for company we have resorted
to spending £2bn a week online. So it should not come as a
big surprise to learn that complaints about online retailers to
Citizens advice have doubled.
The main issues reported to Citizens advice might generally
be termed “breach of contract”. They include:
Cancellations by the customer – but no refunds given
Faulty goods
Goods not arriving or not being sent
And of course the real issue is when you have a complaint
whether or not you can actually get hold of the retailer at all.
Many of the good ones do this well. Perhaps the defining
factor that makes a retailer a good retailer (whether online
or offline) is how they handle customers when things go
wrong.
Too late, customers have discovered help lines that are
permanently engaged, disabled chat bots or emails that are
never responded to.
So how can you tell if a retailer is the real deal or not.
Certainly not by looking on social media. The fact that a
retailer has a social media presence means nothing. The
policing of fake accounts and false claims on major social
media platforms is almost laughable. A Leveller® investigation
2 years ago showed that you could put up a fake advert on
Facebook and the only checks they undertook was whether
you could pay for the ad or not!
So how can you protect yourself when buying online. Well
information is the key. I know we would say this, but a
retailer who advertises in your local newspaper is a good
indication that they are genuine. Because the local press is in
tune with the community they serve, they will not continue
to take adverts from businesses if the public are regularly
complaining about them.
That is just a starter.
Check the website for the address of the company. If they
are a retailer or wholesaler, see what you can find out about
the manufacturer, and if relevant the importer. This
information should be really easy to find. The less you can
find, the less confidence you should have in the retailer. And
if a site doesn’t tell you who the seller is and where they are
based – don’t buy!
In most cases your rights are as strong online as offline.
Credit card purchases usually give you good protection if

something goes wrong. Remember that up to 14 days after
receiving goods you can change your mind and get full refund.
If there is a problem with your purchase within 30 days you
can ask for a refund, replacement or repair. If it can’t be
repaired or replaced you are entitled to full refund. But
remember most of these protections only work if the retailer
is all they say they are. Having the right to a refund is no use
if you can’t get hold of the retailer… So do your research
first!
And always read the smallprint.
The editor came across a recent example looking for a
greenhouse on the Taylor’s Garden buildings website. They
provide a platform for a number of manufacturers and
retailers. A note on their website at the very bottom of a
page about a Hall’s Greenhouse as follow: “This manufacturer
may charge extra for delivery to Scotland, Wales, Offshore Islands,
Cornwall, Devon and Somerset. Please enquire before
ordering if you think this might apply to you. Your delivery maybe
delayed if not checked at point of order.”
You can find the Citizens Advice Consumer page here:
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/consumer/
The public can call the Citizens Advice Consumer Helpline
on 0808 223 1133.

Out and about in the garden
by Jane Earthy

Well, I’m sure we are all glad that 2020 is finally out of the
way – who know what this year holds for us all but whatever
happens, I know I will spend every available opportunity to
continue to make the most of my garden.  We understand
more than ever before that outdoor spaces are havens of calm
and tranquillity and gardening is a great way of taking ones
mind off of things for a while and creating something beautiful
– or tasty!

I believe fruit and vegetable
growing will be super
important again this year.
As an avid allotmenteer, I
champion ‘growing your own’.
I don’t think it saves money
quite frankly – we are lucky in
the UK to have fresh fruit and
veg available cheaply at the
supermarket – but what it

brings in terms of freshness, flavour and lack of food miles
can’t be beaten, as well as the health benefits of being out in
the fresh air getting some exercise.  Now is the time to think
about what you would like to grow this year and plan your
plot accordingly.  The quiet couple of months ahead are
perfect for preparing the soil, repairing
tools, washing pots, and maybe creating
some raised beds.
My hubby presented me with a
homemade strawberry cover to keep
the birds from getting there before we
do, it was so lovely he’s now been
commissioned to make a bigger one for
the brassicas!  He’ll probably wish he’d
never started….  Enjoy the new
gardening year everyone!
For help and advice from Monkton Elm
Garden Centre contact 01823 412381
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New deal for your garden waste
Rebecca Pow, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) is thinking about
garden waste. As The Leveller® has reported before, although
most councils offer free garden waste recycling at their
recycling centres, it is a different story when it comes to
collecting green bins from the kerbside.
The current charges and bin sizes vary significantly from
council to council. There doesn’t seem to be much rime or
reason to the various charges. It is not as if there is open
competition. We cannot choose our local authority! In August
2020 we took a snapshot of the different prices local
authorities in our region charged for taking green waste away.
This is what we found:
East Devon – £48 for 240 litres
Wiltshire – £50 for 180 litres
Dorset – £50.50 for 240 litres
Somerset – £56.90 for 180 litres
As you can see. the service offered by Somerset Waste
Partnership is relatively expensive.
Free service?
However Ms Pow’s Department recently consulted on
whether households in England generating garden waste
should be provided with a free garden waste collection
service. The decision has not been made yet but is expected
later this year. If it is agreed, then there would be a minimum
fortnightly collection service of a 240-litre capacity container
(either a bin or a sack) throughout the growing season. Extra
capacity or more frequent collections could be charged for by
the local authority.
It is all part of a Government initiative to drive up the amount
of recycling across England.
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It has been a funny old year. If you have eaten and drunk too
much at Christmas to compensate for the absence of wild
family get-togethers…. when you would have eaten and
drunk too much anyway…I understand totally.
In 2020 many people turned to gardening in lockdown and
are reviewing their successes right now. They have enjoyed
growing some of their own food and found the results ranged
from superb to maddeningly variable. For some, sowing
seeds, thinning, hoeing and other chores of annual vegetable
production started well in spring, but the pressures of home-
schooling children and looking after elderly relatives resulted
in summer veggie neglect and a resolve not to bother in the
future.
I urge them to grow fruit instead, especially bush soft fruit.
You have all the joy of self-sufficiency, with nothing much to
do between pruning and picking, and January is the perfect
time to order and plant new soft
fruit stock. If your Covid Tier
allows, visit your garden centre
and give them some much needed
trade. They will have potted
shrubs and cane fruit. There are
many companies on the internet
who supply mail order fruit, and
they are likely to have a wider
choice of varieties. Here are some
to consider.
Blackcurrants. These are grown
as free-standing bushes, and fruit
on old wood. To prune mature
bushes, remove a few of the
oldest thickest branches as close
to the ground as you can lop.
Remove the ones that are growing almost lying along the
ground due to last year’s heavy crop, then weed and mulch
them. That’s it. No other maintenance is required Chris
Bowers lists 35 varieties, but they will all taste much the same
in the kitchen, varying mostly in size of bush and berry or
time of ripening. I like Ebony for its size and extra sweetness
and Ben Sarek for compact habit and heavy crop. 2 bushes
will be enough for most families, unless you make a lot of jam.
You don’t need many blackcurrants to add to a crumble or
make a coulis or home-grown Ribena.
Redcurrants. If you can’t tell the difference between a
blackcurrant and a redcurrant at this time of year, nip off a
bud and sniff it. If there is a strong smell of Ribena, it is a
blackcurrant. As redcurrants are attractive to birds when
they colour red, they are often grown as cordons or wall
shrubs so they can be netted. Red Lake and Jonkeers van
Tets are popular varieties but Rovado is a new variety that
crops very heavily.

You can also get white, blush and pink currants. They may be
less attractive to birds. Do not grow too many currants.
Once you have made some jam and jelly, redcurrant gin,
summer pudding three times, and crumbles a dozen times
you may still have a lot in the freezer if you have more than 6
currant bushes. I have just thrown out some frozen
blackcurrants from 2015, they were under the bags from
2017 and 2018, and all still good.
Gooseberries. I love a gooseberry crumble, but only once a
year if truth be told. I like gooseberries for summer fools and
cook them with elderflowers for a delicious flavour. There
are over 40 varieties of varying vigour and colours. My
favourite is red Whinham’s Industry, a good cropper and
easy to see under the shade of the leaves. It is good for
cooking green in June but ripens as sweet as a grape in high
summer. Pax is unique for being entirely thornless, which

you will appreciate when harvesting. It
stands to reason that if your fist is
wider than the gap between thorny
branched varieties, you will get
scratched badly, so get out your mini
loppers and thin the branches this
month.
2 bushes will be ample for most
families. A mature bush will easily be a
metre high and across.
They can be grown as cordons so you
can fit more varieties in a small garden.
However, I found that the most
healthy and vigorous growth keeps
sprouting from the bottom of the
plant. After a few years, the mature
framework became covered in lichen

and less productive, so I have reverted to growing them as
fans and bushes, so I can cut out very mature growth
occasionally and allow it to be replaced by younger growth,
which will crop from its second year.
Blueberries. Seldom grown a generation ago, these have
become very popular. They are easy to grow but require very
acid soil and in Somerset are best grown in large pots or tubs
in ericaceous compost. They are not cheap to buy. They
resent being given tap water in drought although they will
survive it, so a position near a water butt is a good idea. The
birds love the berries, so netting them is necessary for
success. Once you can get over these hurdles, you will be
assured of crops for many years, and lovely autumn colour to
boot.
The difference between the 20-plus varieties available are
mostly the season of ripening, the size of berry and the
intensity of flavour, although all of them will be tastier than
the insipid kinds in the shops. I have 4 and lost the labels long
ago (a warning to tie labels to soft fruit). I know I have
Chandler and Blue Crop. They are enough for a welcome
sprinkle of blueberries on morning oats from late July to early
September.
There are species and hybrid berries I have neither tried nor
discussed - jostaberries, worcesterberries, cranberries and
lingonberries.  If you have one of every kind I have
mentioned, there may be too many to eat, but what fun! It is
a delightful torment to peruse the choices in the catalogues,
and if you are tempted too far you may need a bigger freezer.
You may need a second one for the cane fruit I will discuss
next month.
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If you’re getting ready to change your
car you might be interested to hear
Hyundai has just revealed its all-new,
fourth generation Tucson compact
SUV. There have been more than seven
million Tucsons introduced to the
world’s roads since the first-generation
model launched in 2004, making it the
company’s bestselling SUV. That many
people can’t be wrong.
The all-new Tucson marks a bit of a
design revolution for Hyundai with
updated styling and even more state-of-
the-art technology. It’s a very nice
looking car with some fantastic little
touches. Thanks to sportier and more
dynamic proportions, the all-new
Tucson manages a very modern look
with all the value, comfort and
practicality you’d expect from the
brand. The new Hyundai Tucson will be
available in three trim levels and five
drivetrain options and is available to
order right now.
The new Tucson range comprises three
high-specification models: SE Connect,
Premium and Ultimate.
The entry-level SE Connect trim
includes exterior details such as 17-inch
alloy wheels, privacy glass, and body-
coloured bumpers. Interior features
include dual-zone air conditioning,
cruise control, rear parking sensors and
a rear-view camera, and the usual range
of active safety systems including
collision warning, speed limit assist, lane
keep assist and much more. You also
get a 10.25-inch supervision cluster and
10.25-inch AVN screen, through which
the driver can access Hyundai’s Bluelink
connected car services that encompass
Connected Routing, Last Mile
Navigation and a new User Profile
feature. Drivers can also locate their
vehicle, lock and unlock it remotely, or

view the car’s fuel level remotely,
via the Bluelink app.
The Premium range adds bigger
wheels, LED headlamps, ambient
interior lighting, heated front
seats and heated steering wheel,
smart adaptive cruise control with
stop go function, front and rear
parking sensors with rear-view
camera, and smart key with
keyless entry and engine
start/stop button. It also includes
a KRELL premium audio system
with eight-speakers and a
subwoofer, as well as a wireless
smartphone charging pad.
Upgrades on the range-topping
Ultimate trim include 19-inch
wheels, satin chrome door
mouldings, leather seat trim
with electric adjustment to
driver and front passenger
seats – both with heat and
ventilation function, and
driver’s seat position
memory function. Ultimate
trim also includes heated
rear seats, three-zone
climate control with
separate rear-seat control,
panoramic sunroof with
front section electric tilt and
slide function, and a smart
electric tailgate.
If that isn’t enough for you there’s also
a ‘Tech Pack’ option that includes
Electronic Control Suspension (ECS),
Around View Monitor (AVM) and Blind
Spot View Monitor (BVM). On Hybrid
models, the Tech Pack also includes
Remote Smart Park Assist to aid
parking in confined or difficult spaces.
There is also a sporty N-Line trim to
follow next year if you want to wait for
that one.

Under the skin the all-new Tucson also
offers more electrified powertrain
options than any rival in the compact
SUV segment. This is going to be the
main reason why the Tucson is likely to
be a success. At launch there are hybrid
and mild hybrid options available, with a
plug-in hybrid option from next spring.
All use Hyundai’s 1.6-litre petrol
‘SmartStream’ efficient turbocharged
internal combustion engine.
Until the plug-in hybrid arrives there
will be a choice of four drivetrains. The

Behind the Wheel by David Young
Hyundai unveils the all-new Tucson compact SUV
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entry-level option uses just the 150bhp, 1.6-litre petrol engine to power the new Tucson via a 6-speed manual transmission.
There are two 48v mild-hybrid options, both producing the same 150bhp but slightly more efficiently, fitted to either a 6-speed
manual or 7-speed, dual clutch transmission. The last option is a more powerful version offering 180bhp from the same mild-
hybrid, the 7-speed DCT and four wheel drive.
The plug-in hybrid offers even more with the 1.6-litre T-GDi ‘SmartStream’ engine paired with a 66.9 kW electric motor and a
13.8 kWh battery. Combined, the petrol engine and electric motor deliver around 265bhp and 350Nm of torque.
In terms of price the new Tucson sits pretty much where you would expect. The entry-level SE Connect will set you back
around £28,500 while the range-topping Ultimate hybrid is going to cost a touch over £37,000. If you’re one of the many who
leases their car or signs up to a finance deal of some description, that’s going to translate to a monthly payment somewhere
between £200 and £450 depending on the model you choose
and the terms of the deal.
In typical Hyundai fashion the options list isn’t particularly
extensive as pretty much everything you need already comes as
standard. A couple of paint upgrades, a two-tone roof option,
and the technology pack I’ve already mentioned are the only
way to add anything to the price. And don’t forget it’s a
Hyundai so every new Tucson model also comes with that
industry leading 5 Year Unlimited Mileage Warranty, Roadside
Assistance package, 5 Year Annual Health Check, and 12 Year
Anti Corrosion Warranty.
I have to confess I am a fan of Hyundai – there are two of them
in our family - so I was always destined to like the new Tucson.
If you want a reliable, comfortable, well equipped and
economical car that offers great value for money then a
Hyundai should definitely be on your list. If you happen to be
looking for an SUV then I will happily recommend you take a
look at the brand new Tucson.
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With travel restrictions still in
place, there will be many skiers
in this country who will be
unable to travel to their usual
destinations. However once
these have been lifted then you
might like to consider the
delightful resort of Zakopane in
the Polish ‘Alps’.
Just a short express coach ride
from Krakow I have visited a
number of times and always
been overwhelmed by the
warmth and friendliness of the
people and impressive food. I am
a great lover of Poland and all it has to
offer the visitor and have enjoyed many
visits to various parts of the country.
Zakopane lies in the Tatra Mountains
and can be reached by taking a flight to
Krakow and then one of the many
coach services which run from the city
to the resort which because of
competition are incredibly cheap. The
coach station is next to the main line
railway station in Krakow and so it is
very easy to make the transfer. The
long distance coaches take around 2
hours depending on the traffic and will

drop you just a short walk from the
centre of this very attractive town. The
coaches are very comfortable and a
great way to travel.
The legend of Zakopane is that a
shepherd looking after his sheep
looked out towards the Tatra
Mountains and decided to see if it
would be a good place to put down his
roots. He planted an oat seed and
returned later to find that it had
produced a valuable crop. He decided
that he would like to stay here and so
he gave the place the name Zakopane
which means ‘’buried’ in Polish.
Very popular, it has a large number of
Polish visitors and many from Eastern
Europe.
Just 110 kilometres from Krakow, it
could be a good idea to combine a stay
here with a few days in the city.

I have usually visited the resort during
the winter months when there is a real
buzz. The streets are full of visitors and
there are plenty of restaurants and
cafes available where you can get a bite
to eat or a drink. There are lots of
hotels nearby and I was most
impressed with the traditional Highland
wooden buildings and in particular the
attractive churches which can be found
in and around the town which give the
whole area a very Alpine feel.
During winter months skiing is the main
draw but in the summer there is a
wonderful opportunity to go walking in
the hills. The International Ski Jump is a
great attraction and if you stay there
you must make a visit. You will find a
selection of stalls at the bottom where
you can buy a selection of clothing and
other gifts but be prepared to barter if
you want the best deal! There is also an
extensive market in town close to the
ski lift.
There are plenty of cable cars in the
area, wonderful ski runs and also a
number of museums which will give
you an insight into life in the Highlands.
If you are looking for a well-placed
hotel then you should try the
Belvedere which is in walking distance
of the centre. This luxurious four star
hotel is located on the edge of the
Tatra National Park
and is great for
couples and families.
When I stayed there
I had the chance to
take a night time
sleigh ride around
the town which was
very impressive as it
also included a shot
of vodka to keep out
the cold! The hotel
staff was very
welcoming and it has
a great atmosphere.

The food in Poland is excellent and
very filling so you shouldn’t have any
problems. Pierogi is a very popular dish
and ideal for a snowy day. Created
from crescent shaped dough dumplings
they can have various fillings such as
cheese, cabbage and meat. A great way
to finish the day on the slopes before
enjoying the shops. Another favourite
is bigos which is a stew made from
pork, venison and other meats. It
should also contain spicy Polish
sausage. Other local foods includes
Glinka, prepared pork knuckle and a
wide variety of local cheeses. The town
is awash with places to eat including the
fabulous Cvarci Jar.
Polish beer and lager are extremely
good as are the various types of vodka.
One of the most popular is Żubrówka
vodka which has been around for over
500 years and is flavoured with bison
grass which comes from the north
eastern part of Poland. You will find up
to 1600 different varieties of vodka on
sale. Some meals may include a
selection including a digestive version
made from herbs.
People who live in this region are
known as Highlanders and each year
organise several festivals celebrating the
culture and traditions.
Zakopane is a very unique destination
which will be easy to get to from this
region once Covid-19 restrictions have
been lifted. There are usually plenty of
flights to Balice Airport near Krakow
departing from Bristol and an excellent
bus or train connections at the other
end linking to the city. If you are going
on to Zakopane, the airport train link is
probably the best option which takes
around 17 minutes to Krakow main line
rail terminal and then  a short walk to
the coach station.
For more information go to
www.zakopane.com.
Words and pictures © Godfrey Hall



67

Advertisers and our papers
Whilst every care is taken to ensure accuracy, neither The
Leveller® nor the publisher can accept liability for loss, damage
or omission caused by error in the printing of an advert.
Adverts are accepted from advertisers on this understanding
and should not be placed if the advertiser does not accept this
agreement.
All artwork is accepted on the strict condition that permission
has been given for its use in this publication and the advertiser
has the right to use the material in our publication.
Adverts are accepted on the strict understanding that
descriptions of goods and services are both fair and accurate.
The advertiser is solely responsible for any unfair or
inaccurate descriptions of goods or services for sale.
The Leveller® accepts adverts in good faith and cannot be held
liable for miss-selling or inaccurate descriptions made by our
advertisers.

Quiz Question Quandary ????????
Your question for this month: To start the year we have a
very simple question for you and it is this. In 1951 Clement
Atlee got the third highest vote ever in a British General
Election. Despite polling 13,948,385 votes, he actually lost the
election to Winston Churchill (who got 200,000 fewer votes).
But here’s the question. Which party leader got the highest
number of votes ever in a British General Election?

Last month (actually way back in November) we asked you:
The way rivers are measured is not what you might call an

exact science. There is still
some dispute as to whether
the Nile or the Amazon is
the longest. But there is one
region of the world where
you could go to see four of
the twelve longest rivers in
the world. Where is that and
what country is it in? The
answer is Siberia in Russia
where you would find the
following rivers: the Ob,
Irtysh, Amur and Yenisei.

Last month’s
Sodoku answer

Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
More mobile battery saving tips

Judging by the correspondence I have had following the last
Computer Corner article in November it would seem that I
have touched a nerve with several readers frustrated by their
mobile’s battery life. In the light of this interest I have done
some more research on the subject to be able to offer more
tips on saving battery life.
Last month I recommended closing down open apps from
time to time as they continue to use battery power. A couple
of correspondents told me that this was wrong and that open
apps go into ‘sleep’ mode and make no demands on the
battery. This question has been debated for several years now
but, at last, Apple have confirmed that these ‘closed’ apps do
still make small but significant power demands.
More significant battery saving can be achieved using the
following suggestions. Turn off Reduce Motion using Settings>
Accessibility> Motion> Reduce Motion. This will cut down on
the animations that happen on-screen when you use your
iPad. These are the animations that occur when you close and
open apps, or when pop-ups appear on the screen.
Next, turn off Auto-Lock using Settings> Display and
Brightness> Auto-Lock. This is the setting that automatically
turns off your iPad’s display after a certain number of
minutes. If Auto-Lock is set to Never, your iPad battery may
drain much faster because the display will always be on unless
you lock it. Then, select any option other than Never. I have
my iPad set to Auto-Lock after five minutes which seems a
reasonable compromise.
Consider turning off  Share iPad Analytics by going to
Settings> Privacy> Analytics. When Share iPad Analytics is
turned on, some of the usage and diagnostic information
stored on your iPad is shared with Apple, which helps them
improve their products and services. Share iPad Analytics can
drain its battery life because it’s constantly running in the
background and using CPU power when sending the
information to Apple. When you turn off  Share iPad
Analytics, you won’t be helping Apple improve their products,
but you will be saving battery life.
Finally turn off unnecessary Notifications
(Settings>Notifications). Here you’ll see a list of all the apps
on your iPad that are capable of sending Notifications. These
are the alerts that appears on your iPad Home screen
whenever the app wants to send you a message. For example,
the Messages app sends you a notification when you receive a
new text message or iMessage. However, you probably don’t
need to receive notifications from every app, like the apps
you don’t use very often. At the same time, you don’t want
to turn off notifications from all of your apps, because you’ll
want to know when you have a new message or email.
Fortunately, you can choose which apps are allowed to send
you notifications. You will see a list of all the apps on your
iPad that are capable of sending notifications. Run down the
list and ask yourself, “Do I need to receive notifications from
this app?” If the answer is no, tap on the app and turn off the
switch next to Allow Notifications.
Finally, a note on climate change. If we all reduced the load on
our mobile device batteries, we would make a contribution to
reducing greenhouse gases. Just a thought.
Website of the month – Supercook at supercook.com simply
takes what you have available in your larder and offers
practical recipes from those ingredients.
App of the month – In these dire times we desperately need
some light relief so try the 9GAG app to tickle a few smiles/
If you have any request for future articles or have a computing
problem, feel free to contact me at adrian.vetman@gmail.com
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Bedraggled Pallid Swift in a
Somerset Garden by Andre Blacker

Bird migration is one of the great wonders of the natural
world, round trips that involve huge feats of endurance,
strength and stamina, all from an animal that often weighs less
than a couple of pound coins. As many as 4,000 of the worlds
bird species, that is about 40% of all species, are migratory
therefore we can assume that, as a survival strategy, migration
must be very successful. Moving south to escape the northern
winter then back again in the spring to take advantage of
burgeoning insect populations works at a species level but
what about at the individual level?  There is some research
from Cornell University in the US that has estimated that,
even in a good year, over 20% of birds that set off for their
wintering grounds never return in the spring.
While there are many causes of mortality for individual birds
during migration, one of the most significant tends to be
adverse weather conditions. For example, the spring of 2020
was particularly disastrous for many thousands of Swifts and
swallows that were heading out of Africa and towards their
breeding grounds in northern Europe. On the night of April
5-6 strong southerly winds pushed flocks of birds from north
Africa straight into a weather system of extreme low
temperatures and heavy rain, as gale force winds battered
Greece thousands of dead and dying Swifts and Swallows were
found in the streets of Athens with thousands more found on
several Aegean islands. The Greek wildlife protection group
‘Anima’ rightly described the incident as a ‘major disaster’, but
hopefully with several good breeding seasons and benign
weather during future migrations populations should recover.
Some storm battered individuals have better luck; in late
October last year strong southerly winds again caused
problems for at least one individual bird, this time it was a
Pallid Swift (not a species usually seen in the UK). It is thought
that the swift originated from a breeding population in
southern Spain and should had been on its way to over-winter
in sub-Saharan Africa (Burkina Faso, Nigeria, or South Sudan).
This unfortunate individual was found well over 1000 miles off
course, dehydrated and malnourished, by a caring house
holder in their garden in Weston-Super-Mare. The swift was
cared for and nursed back to health by the staff at the
renowned Secret World Wildlife Rescue at Highbridge.
After two weeks of rest and rehab and following the advice of
the experts at Swift Conservation, the Pallid Swift was driven
the 200 miles to Rye
Harbour Nature Reserve,
East Sussex, where it was
released on 16th

November.
The swift was gently
launched into the westerly
wind and quickly turned
south and then east,
heading rapidly towards
the English Channel and
the short flight to
mainland Europe. While it
will never be possible to
know for sure I would like
to think that this very
lucky individual Pallid Swift
is now hawking for insects high above the city of Lagos.
Andre Blacker is a local ecologist contactable at
moreliaecology@gmail.com

Get help to end abusive
relationships

The Safer Somerset Partnership launched a county wide
campaign last month to raise awareness on spotting the signs
of unhealthy relationships amongst teenagers. Young people
experience the highest rates of domestic abuse of any age
group in Somerset. For many, experiences of domestic abuse
begin in the childhood home. Somerset County Council
estimate that 1 in 5 children are exposed to domestic abuse.
This means that for many young people, their experience of
domestic violence does not begin in their own relationships,
but in the childhood home from witnessing adult relatives in
abusive relationships. Which can have the effect of normalising
the experience. So when a young person experiences the
same in the relationship with a partner, that experience does
not appear to them to be exceptional.
In Somerset, the number of teenagers in the age group 16/17
receiving support through the Domestic Abuse Service has
increased significantly from 2016/17 to 2020/21 indicating a
need to address teenage abuse and unhealthy relationship.
Speaking on the launch of the campaign, Cabinet Member for
Public Health & Well-Being and Climate Change Cllr Clare
Paul explained “Through this campaign, we urge anybody who is
worried they are in an abusive relationship or that their teenager is
in an unhealthy relationship, to get advice and support. Domestic
abuse, be it physical, psychological or coercive is wrong. If someone
is hurting you or making you do something you don’t want to,
please get help by contacting our support service:
www.somersetsurvivors.org.uk or call 0800 69 49 999 to know
more.”
Young people in abusive relationships often experience
partners:
·        Constantly checking their phone and/or emails without
permission
·        Putting them down in front of others or to their face
·        Trying to stop them seeing family and friends
·        Mood swings and explosive temper
·        Possessiveness and extreme jealously
·        Making false accusations
·        Asking them to take part in ‘sexting’
·        Making them have sex without consent
·        Making them watch pornography or filming them having
sex
·        Telling them what they can/can’t wear, where they
can/can’t go
·        Physically hurting them in any way
·        Saying they will hurt themselves/someone else if they
don’t do something
It is worth noting that since 2015 some of these behaviours,
that you may feel are not something that anyone can do
anything about, have become criminal offences. As a result of
Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 - Controlling or
Coercive Behaviour in an Intimate or Family Relationship,
nearly all of the items on that list above could be construed as
criminal. That means the Police can not only help you, but
they may have powers to stop your partner continuing in
coercive behaviour.
This is sadly, not a rare thing in young people’s relationships.
In March 2015, the Crime Survey of England and Wales
identified that 6.6% of men and 12.6% of women aged 16 to 19
had experienced domestic abuse in the past year.
It should go without saying that any relationship that does not
make one partner or the other feel good, is an unhealthy
relationship. For too many young people, an unhealthy
relationship is not something they regard as exceptional.

Features

68



Keeps on trying
One thing that the first lockdown and then the government
urging us all to work at home has brought, is lots of new
scams. Since 23 March we at Leveller® Towers have been
inundated with them.
By text we have received a message from a bank with which
we have no account. It tells us we have set up a new payee on
our internet banking system and, if this is not right, to contact
them immediately. It is quite a clever scam because it is
something a bank might do, and the payee is deliberately
fictitious to make you want to act. Of course the contact
details are not for the bank but the fraudsters…
Scamalot
The old fave, ‘your accident compensation claim’ duly arrived
by text too. The number to watch out for is 07310 266332.
The scam relies on the fact that enough of us have accidents
that it will ring true to someone out there, if not everybody.
Heaven knows if we’d fall for it if one of us had had an
accident.
By email we have been offered a tax rebate. Probably from
Spain as the author didn’t realise that we don’t use upside
down exclamation marks or question marks in English
punctuation. As usual, the hook is to appeal to our innate
greed and hope, not to mention fear! “Use our uniform tax
rebate calculator so you can work out roughly how much
you’re due.”
And also by email another attempt to lure in those who may
be desperate for cash. And of course if you had an accident it
helps too. This one starts “Coping with the effects of a
personal injury or accident? Figure out what your personal
injury case is worth.” Obviously, don’t…
Business too
But one of the most insidious ones we have come across
targets businesses. It tells it straight. We have hacked your
website. We have your passwords. We will bring down your
website and sell on your pin numbers, personal data and
passwords if you don’t pay us in bitcoin. I confess the first
time we saw this we were slightly bothered. However, it only
took a bit of googling and an email to reassure ourselves.
But when you are working at home you can feel very much on
your own. Cut off from the cohorts in the office, you can’t nail
this sort of thing in a moment; there’s no IT expert down the
corridor. You don’t have access to people who know this one
of old. And after all, someone has to be the first to be hit by a
scammer.
Please note: If you have given over personal details, and you
think it was to a scammer, you are advised to call the Police
straight away on 101 and report the matter as an identity theft
scam. The Police will also direct you to the Action Fraud
helpline on 0300 123 2040
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Somerset Citizens Advice
asks for more volunteers

Like many charities during the Coronavirus pandemic,
Somerset’s five Citizens Advice services have had to change
the way that they help local people. More and more individuals
and families are seeking advice over the telephone and email,
on issues related to their finances or employment, through to
consumer, relationship or housing problems.
The support that Citizens Advice provides can be life-
changing; it can keep a family in their home, or reduce
discrimination in the workplace. One in every 20 people in
Somerset contacts Citizens Advice each year, and frequently it
is those most at need within our local community that need
their support.
To make sure that no-one misses out on the vital advice that
they need, the five Citizens Advice services – in the Mendips,
South Somerset, Taunton, West Somerset and Sedgemoor –
have worked together to launch a free county-wide Adviceline
telephone and email service. If you need advice, you can
contact the service on 08082 787842 or by visiting
www.citizensadvicesomerset.org.uk.
Adviceline is supported by volunteers working from home, but
as demand for the service grows the five charities are asking
for more people to give up a few hours each week to help
provide advice. Volunteers are needed from all walks of life,
and from all corners of Somerset, and they don’t need to have
any specialist knowledge. Supported by the National Lottery
Community Fund (COVID 19 Fund for Partnerships), Citizens
Advice Somerset has also launched the Somerset Advice
Academy to provide free training to all new volunteers.
Volunteers benefit from flexible times that suit their
availability, are loaned all the equipment they need, and have
all expenses paid. Angela Kerr from Citizens Advice South
Somerset said: “Volunteering as a Telephone Adviser is a hugely
rewarding way for someone to help local people. We want to carry
on delivering support across Somerset long into the future, but to do
this we need more volunteers to keep the service going. Our
volunteers tell us that the longer they volunteer with us the more
fulfilling they find their role, and we are hopeful
that more people out there want to make a
valuable difference.”
If you can listen with an open mind, and
are looking for a way to help your local
community from the comfort of your own
home, this could be an ideal opportunity for
you. To find out more, visit
www.citizensadvicesomerset.org.uk/volunteer
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End Of An Era For TS5C
After 13 successful years, Somerset sports charity TS5C is
hanging up its running shoes. The charity finally closed at the
end of 2020. Established in 2007 by Alan Gloak MBE, the
former Chair of Somerset County Council and Mayor of
Glastonbury, the Team Somerset 500 Club was set up to
support aspiring young athletes in Somerset.
Initially it looked to help local youngsters with potential, but
who lacked either money or facilities, to develop into
candidates for Team GB at the London 2012 Olympics. After
the London Games, the charity continued to fund aspiring
athletes working towards Rio 2016 and, more recently, Tokyo
2020.
However the remit expanded to promote healthy living
projects, a wheelchair basketball initiative, and numerous
sports clubs and events. All In all, TS5C raised and distributed
more than £250,000 to almost 150 aspiring athletes and
supported more than a dozen health and wellbeing projects
throughout Somerset.
One hurdle too many
Chairman Alan Gloak commented: “We only intended the
charity to be a short-term project, but it grew into something much
larger. Regrettably, the trying conditions of 2020, and the difficulty
of raising funds in the prevailing climate makes this a sensible time
to call it quits.” The charity is not alone. Many have found 2020
an impossibly difficult year. Fund-raising without events and a
physical presence has made things tough for the sector.
Nevertheless, TS5C leaves a legacy of the TS5C Healthy Living
Fund which will continue to be administered through the
Somerset Community Foundation. It will be open to
applications from groups linked to sport and healthy living
projects (www.somersetcf.org.uk).
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Festival of Snowdrops at East Lambrook Manor Gardens
After 2020 has been such a washout, it
is with a sense of trepidation that we
write anything about events in the
future. But just as snowdrops herald
the first green shoots of Spring, we can
only hope that the annual snowdrop
festival at East Lambrook Manor
Gardens with ring in a much better
2021.
Their third Festival of Snowdrops, will
run throughout February. In addition to
the many snowdrops growing in the
garden, the festival will focus on special
displays of unusual varieties so that
they can be appreciated at close
quarters.
Galanthus, better known as snowdrops,
have long been a feature of the garden,
ever since the celebrated plantswoman
Margery Fish created the iconic cottage
garden. She planted her snowdrops in
an area she named The Ditch, originally
a drainage channel between orchards.
She and husband Walter, a former

editor of the Daily Mail, landscaped it
to create a water feature but the water
famously disappered once they finished
the work, (although in wet weather
water often still flows)!
 “The Ditch looks fabulous when the sides
are carpeted with snowdrops,” explains
owner Mike Werkmeister, “and they have
hybridized over the years resulting in
several rare snowdrops being found and
named after previous owners of the
garden, most notably Galanthus ‘Margery
Fish’ and G. ‘Walter Fish’. We now have
over 150 different varieties and a popular

feature of our festival is the raised
snowdrop display bed and the many
individual varieties in clay pots throughout
the garden.”
Over 70 varieties will be on sale in the
nursery. If the pandemic permits there
will be snowdrop tours with the owner
or Head Gardener but visitors are
advised to check the website for the
latest information, to book a visit
online and for details of snowdrops for
sale.

The garden is open Tuesday to Sunday
throughout the festival from 10am to 5pm.
Garden entry £6.00, over 65s £5.50, under
16s free. The annual NGS Snowdrop Open
Day is on Sunday 14th February and RHS
members have free entry on Wednesdays.
Free entry to the nursery.
East Lambrook Manor Gardens, Silver
Street, East Lambrook, South Petherton,
Somerset TA13 5HH
enquiries@eastlambrook.com
www.eastlambrook.com

Great plan from Wells motorcyclists
2020 was not a good year for charities. With the sort of fun events that raise money strictly off limits, and charity shops
curtailed by lockdowns and yet so often this went with a need for the charities help more than ever.
Wells Classic Motorcycle Club has also had a bit of a year too. What should have been a celebratory 20th year ended up with
the curtailment of many of our events and meetings due to the Covid-19.
So they’ve come up with a rather neat solution. Current members will have their annual  subscription fees for year 2020/21
waived. Members who want to, were invited instead to make a donation to a raffle for the Air Ambulance.
The club provided two cash prizes although the winners also donated the prizes too! So all in all they raised a grand total of
£787.00.

Somerset Diary/Culture and events

Somerset Cultural Diary
Well another month has gone by and now we face the
unknown again. Heaven only knows what our venues
and hospitality businesses are meant to do. Needless
to say everything is still up in the air. Glance through
our culture section and you’ll see some brave souls are
still putting on events and it reminds us that not
everything is closed.
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! Our

Community



The Glastonbury Thorn
Legends. Stories that go back into the mists of time. Half
truths, unknowns; belief or fact; fable, fiction or something
else. Glastonbury is the sort of place that is built on the
mythological. Whether it is the places of the Arthur legend
(largely created by Geoffrey of Monmouth in the 12th
century), the Chalice Well, the Tor, the Thorn, you name it.
The whole town drifts in and out of historical focus as fact and
legend intertwine.
He who takes on the sacred legends of Glastonbury does so
at his/her own peril. Dr Adam Stout is just the person to do
so. He has spent a lot of his career looking at aspects of
archaeology, how it developed as a science and somewhat
unusual subjects such as a study on urban cow-keeping! He
certainly knows his onions (and his cow-keeping). He is a
visiting Research Fellow at the University of Wales, Leicester,
Exeter and Southampton.
What makes Dr Stout’s latest work interesting, is that he
takes a theme and writes the story of the legend. Titled “The
Glastonbury Thorn: Story of a Legend” his book does what it says
on the tin.
The stuff of legends
This latest work is published in hard copy and was not at all
what I was expecting. I had imagined that it would be very
‘Glastonbury’. Telling us why the Holy Thorn was real, was
planted by Joseph of Arimathea and had all sorts of mystical
properties. And that in itself would be interesting. But instead,
this story of a story looks at the way the Holy Thorn has
developed as a legend. How the legend has been perpetuated
and embellished. It is also a fascinating take on how legends
and views of our history change with the fashions of the
centuries. The big change during the Reformation is perhaps
obvious, but the revival of the legend in Victorian times was,
to me at least, more surprising. The book is a hardback and
has excellent production
values. It has loads of prints
and illustrations to help
guide you through the great
interest that the
Glastonbury Holy Thorn
has attracted over the
centuries.
A genuinely fascinating
book that, if I’m honest, I
hadn’t expected to read
much of. In the end I read it
cover to cover. It is full of
anecdote and interesting
details and you come away
with a real sense of how
legends nourish themselves,
survive periods of doubt
and remain to re-emerge in
more sympathetic times. It has academic credentials too.
Professor Ronald Hutton of Bristol University described the
book as “surely the definitive work on its beloved and important
subject”.
The Glastonbury Thorn: Story of a Legend is published by Green
& Pleasant Publishing. Hardcover, 156 pages, plus 16 pages of
colour plates. ISBN-10: 1916268609. Price £12.99
You can buy a copy at bookshops around Glastonbury, or
order one from any good bookshop using the ISBN number.
You can buy online from Waterstones or signed by the author
from https://green-and-pleasant-publishing.square.site/
AL

Great Books That Nearly
Never Made It by John Fish

6. The Signal Man by Charles Dickens
This month something a little different, not so much a book
but a story that only came about as the author was travelling
on a train that was involved in a tragedy. A little known ghost
story that was published in a weekly magazine called All Year
Round, founded and owned by Charles Dickens. The magazine
ran between the years 1859 and 1895. Many of Dicken’s
novels appeared in the magazine including A Tale of Two Cities
that was published in the very first edition of the magazine.
The ghost story was called The Signal Man and is a first person

narration that appeared in the
December 1866 edition. For
the origins of this short story
you have to go back to 9th

June 1865 when Dickens was
returning home from Paris
and was travelling by train
when he was involved in the
Staplehurst (Kent) rail crash.

As the train was travelling over the Beult Viaduct, it derailed.
The first seven carriages plunged off the viaduct killing ten
passengers and injuring many others. The only first class
carriage remained on the track and that was the carriage that
Charles Dickens was travelling in.
While they waited for help to arrive Dickens tendered to the
injured using his hip flask of brandy and his hat which he used
to collect water. Before he left the scene he remembered that
he had left the unfinished manuscript of Our Mutual Friend in
the carriage of the train. Dickens actions that day undoubtedly
saved some of the passengers lives but the events of that rail
crash had greatly affected him. He used the experience of the
crash to write his ghost story based around railway accidents
and The Signal Man became part of a short story collection
entitled ‘Mugby Juction’ that consisted of eight stories of
which Dickens himself contributed four.
In later years The Signal Man went on to be adapted for TV
several times including BBC TV’s Ghost Story for Christmas in
1976. Parts of The Signal Man were later adapted for Andrew
Lloyd Webber’s 2004 musical The Woman in White. In 2019
again the story was adapted for an audio called Shadows at the
Door: The Podcast and it was then touted as ‘arguably the
greatest ghost story of all time’.
After the rail crash Dicken became very nervous of travelling
by train and would often seek alternative means of transport.
He would go on to say later that he would suffer ‘vague
rushes of terror’ if he did have to take the train.

John Fish.  The Last Word Book Review.  @TheLastWord1962

Hestercombe to remain open
As an open-air public space with 50 acres of gardens enabling
social distancing, Hestercombe is in a position to continue to
provide a safe environment for the public to exercise and
enjoy.
With so many other things closed, this is welcome news
offering the chance for people to enjoy the gardens and help
both their mental and physical health at the same time.
In order to provide a safe environment, visits to the gardens
will be by timed entry. Inevitably there will be limited capacity.
So specific admission slots will be made available to book
every day. Visit https://www.hestercombe.com/ for more
information. Visitors are asked to follow the latest advice from
the Government at all times.
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Whatever the failings of our various local authorities to
address climate change (unless you consider producing
endless strategies to be a way of addressing climate change),
everyone seems to agree the easy thing to do is plant more
trees. And with ash dieback in full swing, that is surely no bad
thing.
Last month we got an enthusiastic press release from Central
Government telling us about tree planting projects. The
release breathlessly explained how money was being
provided to local authorities to enable community large tree
planting projects within cities and towns. Two of the projects
were in Somerset, one in Martock and one in Chard. The
money, for over 50 projects in England, has been awarded as
part of the second and final round of the Forestry
Commission’s Urban Tree Challenge Fund.
Sir William Worsley, chair of the Forestry Commission, tells
us “Community tree planting is a passion of mine, which is why I
am so excited to see projects like these benefitting from our Urban
Tree Challenge Fund.”
Martock - yes
In both cases we were assured that there was an agreement
in place to enable the projects to go ahead. Martock was due
to have 400 new trees under the scheme. Martock has
embraced the project (and several others with enthusiasm.
Parish Council chair Neil Bloomfield told The Leveller® “These
trees are to be planted in and around Bracey road rec.”
However we also discovered that Martock Parish Council
were “well advanced with its plans to create a memorial copse in
its rec on stoke road. That will be 59 semi mature trees, one for
each of the fallen from WW1. A fenced enclosure is almost
complete and the trees ordered. On top of this we are planting
4,000 sq/m of native trees and shrubs on the southern end of the
rec.”
But not Chard
So far so good. Under the scheme we were told that Chard
was to have 500 trees. So full of the joys of spring (well
nearly spring) after our chat abouth the plans for the town of
Martock we approached Chard Town Council. What exactly
had they got planned?
Er nothing. The Town Clerk Paul Russel told us they knew
nothing about the project and had heard nothing from South
Somerset District Council either. He went on to note “It will
really depend on land ownership. At present I am not sure CTC
has any land suitable for tree planting. The areas we own are open
spaces, play areas, allotments or a cemetery.”
Meanwhile another tree planting project was underway at
Cheddon Fitzpaine. The Somerset Wood is being planted in

commemoration of the 11,281 men and women of the
county who lost their lives during World War l. The wood is
being created in joint agreement between Cheddon Fitzpaine
Parish Council, West Monkton Parish Council and Somerset
County Council and has enjoyed widespread support from
other Parish Councils across Somerset.  Before Christmas
teams of volunteers had put 1,500 new stakes in the ground
and planted up saplings next to them. That took the number
of trees to more than 3,500.
Missing picture
Two stakeholder parish councils set about searching for a
personal connection that would bring it to life among the
local community. They discovered that just a single life was
lost to the rural parish of Cheddon Fitzpaine in The Great
War. That life was taken from 37-year-old William Palliser
Bruford in Belgium during the Third Battle of Ypres on the
24th of October, 1917.  When it also transpired that William
was raised on the old Nerrols Farm – the very ground upon
which the commemorative wood is now taking shape – there
was no doubt that William’s should be ‘the face of the
Somerset Wood’.
Unfortunately efforts to gather information and the all-
important photograph from parish residents have proved
unsuccessful and the two parish councils are now initiating a
wider search to put a face to the name.  Wherever they may
be, William’s descendants will surely be pleased and proud to
learn about what’s now being done in his name.
Anyone with information about William or his descendants
should please contact Cheddon Fitzpaine Parish Councillor
Mike Batsch on 01823 272376 or at mike.batsch@cfpc.co.uk

Age UK Somerset online
 exercise classes

As part of their efforts to keep older people active and well,
Age UK Somerset have opened up their online exercise
sessions to new customers. Previously, only existing clients
could take part. Now anyone living in Somerset or North
Somerset, who is over 60, actively able and moving
independently, can participate.
The charity are painfully aware of the impact of the COVID
19 pandemic on older people. Lockdown and general isolation
as a result of government restrictions has taken its toll. The
charity believe there has been a marked decrease in general
physical fitness, and an increase in mental health issues around
loneliness and isolation.
Before the pandemic arrived, Age UK Somerset held
hundreds of community based classes, bringing older people
together and helping them maintain their strength, balance and
general fitness levels. The classes are all led by experienced
instructors and supported by a member of the charity’s
Ageing Well team.
Whilst in person courses are now off the menu, opening up
the classes to Zoom has enabled more people to join in.
There are a variety of class options, including yoga, tai chi,
strength and balance and general fitness. Full details, including
booking instructions, can be found on the charity’s website,
www.ageuksomerset.org.uk.
For more information email
onlineclasses@ageuksomerset.org.uk and they can also give
you a hand with technical issues, like accessing Zoom if you
need help.

Why not try us online?
The Leveller® is and always will be a newspaper first and
foremost. But in between each edition we have loads of up to
date articles bringing you news from around Somerset.
Often exclusives.
Usually first.
Find us at https://leveller.live/
The perfect advertising platform
We have thousands of viewers every month on our website. It
is a great place to advertise. And we don’t use those annoying
pop ups that irritate your customers instead of attracting
them.
If you’d like to find out more and hear about our great rates,
then contact Ruth on levelleradvert@gmail.com
or Juliet on levellermarketing@gmail.com

Culture and Events

New trees to plant
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Chard’s lost heritage
By Cllr Melissa Whittaker-Mather

The decision to remove the Victorian lamp-posts near the
Guildhall in the centre of Chard got me thinking about
Chard’s heritage. In many ways, removing the lamp-posts
conflicts with the newly revived focus on heritage, driven by
the funding allocated via the Heritage Action Zone (HAZ). But
heritage has been seen as important by many residents within
the town for many years.
Missing Monument
Which brings me to the Queen Victoria Diamond Jubilee
monument that was gifted to Chard in 1897. It once stood in
Fore Street, but appears to have gone missing before the
creation of town and parish councils in 1974. There appears
to be very little information easily available, but it does appear
in some images of historic Chard. Numerous efforts have
been made to try and understand what happened to this
monument. Many local people have contacted local
authorities, the local museum, conducted a search of the
Heritage England archives, and further research will inevitably
continue. Does it still exist? And, if so, where could it have
gone?
Everyone I and others have talked to about the monument has
been very supportive of the attempt to locate it. Or at least
understand what has happened to what we now refer to as
“the missing monument of Chard”. Unfortunately, no one
appears to know what happened to it.
Thinking ahead to the Queen Elizabeth II Platinum Jubilee in
2022, our first monarch to mark a 70th anniversary of their
reign, made me wonder. Perhaps we should consider
commissioning a replica of the Queen Victoria Diamond
Jubilee monument as described, but dedicated to our existing
monarch to bridge what is lost whilst creating something
anew. Part of me does hope however that perhaps this article
may lead us to the whereabouts of the missing monument, or
at least to understand what happened. However it does not
detract from the need to commemorate our reigning Queen.
Essentially, we should be planning
ahead.
Fight for our lamp-posts
Returning to the subject of Victorian
lamp-posts, it is worth remembering
that once something is gone it may
forever remain ‘missing’. I personally
cannot see any reason for getting rid
of them. Certainly not the stated
reason that they cannot be used to
hold bunting and banners; bunting and
banners have hung from them quite
happily in the past.
Why spend money to remove a
longstanding and quality part of our
heritage? And then spend more
money on replacements. And this
little piece of heritage quite literally
fills us with light and helps us see
where we are going – and indeed
where we have been.
If anyone reading this has any
information on the missing monument
and/or an opinion on the possible
removal of the lamp-posts, do please
let me know by emailing
melissa.whittaker-
mather@chard.gov.uk

60th Anniversary not
quite on hold

Lockdown could not have come at a worse time. Despite it all
though, the Chandos Society of Artists are ploughing ahead
with their 60th Anniversary year programme. Obviously much
of the celebration will have to be through alternative means.
For instance things will now kick off  with an online Artists’
Question Time (Jan 20th at 7pm). They are inviting all artists,
whether members or not, to tune in or send in their
questions by email.
“Sixty years for a volunteer run society is an amazing
accomplishment’ said Ken Church, Chair of the Society, “we
adapted quite quickly last year to keep our 40+ members
engaged online with competitions, workshops and socials”.
They have just published their 2021 programme of 16 events
including three exhibitions and are confident that they can fulfil
their commitments despite the current restrictions by
rescheduling or reverting to online.
However they are not leaving everything to chance. Because
of the uncertainties surrounding the pandemic they are saving
their big 60th birthday party until October. By which time we
will all be hoping that some kind of normality will have
returned.

APRIL 13 – MAY 8 SPRING EXHIBITION
Bridgwater Arts Centre
Wednesday MAY 12 En plein air I
Church of St Mary, Bridgwater
Saturday 5 JUNE En plein air II
at Watchet
Tuesday 6 JULY Artists’ social evening
Bridgwater Arts Centre. 7pm
Saturday 17 JULY
Bridgwater Quayside Festival
AUGUST  SUMMER EXHIBITION
Taunton Library, Paul Street, TA4 3AT
Sunday 5 SEPTEMBER
En plein air III
5-30 OCTOBER 60th ANNIV. AUTUMN EXHIBITION
Bridgwater Arts Centre, Castle St., TA6 3DD
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Feeding the ducks?
Well there isn’t much else you are allowed to do beyond a
good brisk walk for now. So if you are taking children or
grandchildren out for a walk and you want to feed the
ducks… a word of warning.
Ducks need a varied diet to be healthy and bread doesn’t hold
much nutritional value for them. It fills the duck’s stomach.
That means they don’t feel so inclined to forage for food that
they would normally eat. That in turn can lead to malnutrition.
Uneaten soggy bread can also cause a build-up of bad
nutrients, which can lead to more algae growing around the
water. This, in turn, can attracts pest such as rats and can be
harmful to dogs that drink from the lake.
Of course we’d love you to take your little ones and not so
little ones to feed the ducks. But if you then please bear in
mind they also love the following foods:-
Sweetcorn – Frozen or Fresh
Lettuce – Rocket, kale and Iceburg
Peas – Frozen or Fresh
Oats – Flapjack, rolled oats or instant porridge
Seeds – Bird seeds or human seeds and nuts
Rice – Cooked or uncooked
Lucky ducks!
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National Trust
With much of the country closed for another lockdown, one
of the things you are still able to do is go out for exercise.
Whilst all National Trust properties and their food outlets are
closed to comply with the rules, in some cases the gardens are
open. To manage numbers and help with social distancing, you
may find you have to book to get a slot. However you should
only visit gardens that are local to you in line with government
advice.
These are the places that are still open, at least as at the date
of writing.
Barrington Court:
The garden, takeaway kiosk, car park and toilets are open.
The house and shop are closed. To avoid disappointment
please book in advance, especially at busier times such as
weekends and bank holidays. If you do not book we cannot
guarantee admission. 01460 241938
barringtoncourt@nationaltrust.org.uk
Fyne Court:
The car park is open as are the gardens. You don’t need to
book but parking space is limited. 01823 451587
fynecourt@nationaltrust.org.uk
Dunster Castle:
Please book your visit to Dunster in advance, especially at
busier times such as weekends and bank holidays. If you do
not book we cannot guarantee admission. Gardens open.
Please note that the Castle and shop are currently closed.
01643 821314 dunstercastle@nationaltrust.org.uk
Montacute House:
The garden, takeaway café, car park and toilets are open for
local exercise. You will need to book your visit in advance.
You will be turned away if you arrive without a booking.
01935 823289  montacute@nationaltrust.org.uk

Bouncing Back
The nation may have been placed in lockdown, but Concerts
in the West is already looking ahead. A concert is being
pencilled in for April, subject to whatever April may bring
COVID 19 wise. Concerts in the West was launched in 2006.
It aims to bring talented young musicians to small venues in
the West Country in areas that often do not have easy access
to music of this quality. These are top notch musicians who
may be playing the Wigmore Hall or Cadogan Hall, one week
and be booked to appear in Ilminster the next. That is the
great achievement of Concerts in the West. Of course as with
many organisations it has
grown in the work that it
undertakes.
Intensive
Small intensive tours, in
Devon, Dorset and
Somerset, are arranged for
the musicians over a few days. This gives them the
opportunity to work on new repertoire, or to embed works
more fully for upcoming recordings and major concerts
elsewhere. For the audience it is also a very unusual
opportunity to hear great ,music in a very intimate setting.
Ilminster Arts Centre has been one of the regulars from the
very beginning along with a host of other unusual concert
venues. These have included: Bridport Arts Centre, The
Dance House, Crewkerne, The Creative Innovation Centre,
Taunton, Wellhayes Farm, Clayhanger, nr Tiverton, Jordans
Courtyard, Ilminster.
You can find out more about them there is much more
information at https://www.concertsinthewest.org/
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National Garden Scheme
Garden(s) of the month

With all hope that 2021 will see a return to
some form of normality, NGS are hoping to
have 40 gardens open during the course of
the year. Please note, although that’s good
news, all bookings must be made in advance.
This is to prevent overcrowding and manage
social distancing. You can book through the
NGS website. East Lambrook Manor
however are managing their own bookings via their own
website. This month they have two gardens for you:
EastLambrook Manor Gardens
The quintessential English cottage garden created by C20
gardening legend Margery Fish. Plantsman's paradise with
contemporary and old-fashioned plants grown in a relaxed and
informal manner to create a remarkable garden of great
beauty and charm. With noted collections of snowdrops,
hellebores and geraniums and the excellent specialist Margery
Fish Plant Nursery.
Address: Silver Street, East Lambrook TA13 5HH.
Contact: Mike & Gail Werkmeister 01460 240328
enquiries@eastlambrook.com www.eastlambrook.com.
Facilities: Dogs Allowed, Plants For Sale, Coaches.
Disabled Information: Partial wheelchair access, The main
snowdrop display is accessible to wheelchairs.
Opening Dates and Time: Pre-booking essential, please see
www.eastlambrook.com for information and booking.
For NGS: Sun 14 Feb, Sat 15 May, Sat 10 July (10-5). 2022:
Thur 10 Feb.
For other opening times and information, please phone, email
or visit garden website.
Admission: £6, chd free.
Directions: 2m N of South Petherton. Follow brown tourist
signs from A303 South Petherton roundabout or B3165 Xrd
with lights N of Martock.
Elworthy Cottage
1 acre plantsman's garden in tranquil setting. Island beds,
scented plants, clematis, unusual perennials and ornamental
trees and shrubs to provide yr-round interest. In spring,
pulmonarias, hellebores and more than 350 varieties of
snowdrops. Planted to encourage birds, bees and butterflies,
lots of birdsong. wildflower areas and developing wildflower
meadow, decorative vegetable garden, living willow screen.
Seats for visitors to enjoy views of the surrounding
countryside. Garden attached to plantsman's nursery, open at
the same time.
Address: Elworthy, Taunton TA4 3PX.
Contact: Mike & Jenny Spiller, 01984 656427,
mike@elworthy-cottage.co.uk www.elworthy-cottage.co.uk.
Facilities: Home-made teas (proceeds to Children's Hospice
South West.), Plants for Sale in Adjoining Nursery, Dogs
Welcome, Picnics allowed, Coaches.
Disabled Information: Not suitable for wheelchairs.
Opening Dates and Time: For NGS: Tue 2, Sun 7, Tue 9, Tue
23 Feb (11-3); Tue 30 Mar, Mon 5 Apr (11-4). Every Tue 6
Apr to 20 Apr (11-4). Mon 31 May, Tue 15 June, Tue 6, Sun
25, Tue 27 July, Sun 1, Mon 30 Aug (11-4).
For other opening times and information, please phone, email
or visit garden website.
Admission: £4, chd free. Discount/prepaid vouchers are not
valid on the NGS charity days kindly donated by Elworthy
Cottage.
Directions: 12m NW of Taunton. On B3188 between
Wiveliscombe and Watchet.
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Walters Words of
Wisdom

Well, goodbye 2020. We are not shedding too
many tears for it here at Leveller® Towers.
What with Brexit, a pandemic, a farcical
election in the US, we have tested our faith
in human nature to the limit. Of course

2021 still has some big questions to answer.
Will a vaccination programme change anything? Will the
government actually start following science, rather than
making up bad ideas on the hoof? And closer to home what
will be the fate of local government in Somerset?
If any year could be said to have shown up the failings of
human nature, I suspect 2020 is as fine an example as we
could hope for. Walter Bagehot had plenty to say on the
subject of human nature. As you won’t be at all surprised to
learn!
Human Nature
Many of the characters of real life, if brought distinctly,
prominently, and plainly before the mind, as they really are, if
shown in their inner nature, their actual essence, are
doubtless very unpleasant. They would be horrid to meet and
horrid to think of. ... The soul of man, and, as we necessarily
believe, of beings greater than man, has many parts besides its
moral part. It has an intellectual part, an artistic part, even a
religious part, in which mere morals have no share. ....
Nothing is more unpleasant than a virtuous person
with a mean mind. A highly developed moral nature,
joined to an undeveloped intellectual nature, an
undeveloped artistic nature, and a very limited
religious nature, is of necessity repulsive. It represents a
bit of human nature – a good bit, of course – but a bit only –
in disproportionate, unnatural, and revolting prominence; and
therefore, unless an artist use delicate care, we are offended.
The dismal act of a squalid man needed many condiments to
make it pleasant, and therefore Mr. Tennyson was right to mix
them subtly and to use them freely.
[“Wordsworth, Tennyson & Browning..”, National Review,
Nov 1864]

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

Somerton Music and Art Festival
Update by Jon Sackett

We are very much looking forward to the summer when
things should be starting to return to normal.  Confident that
we can comply with all the regulations and guidelines
necessary to ensure everyone can stay safe, we are pressing
on to arrange the festival for 2021.  This includes our one- day
family friendly music Festival, Somertsock held on Saturday
July 10th where we have the Christians as our headline act and
16 other great bands, including up and coming and local acts.
Early bird
A limited number of tickets for this event are still available at
the Early Bird prices before they go up at the end of February,
so why not buy a little ray of sunshine this New Year!
We are also working on completing plans for all the events
that take place in and around the town from the 4th to the 9th

July so watch out for announcements on this soon.
Happy New Year to all,
www.somertonartsfestival.co.uk
www.somerstock.com
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