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Join The Queue
As the government finally gets to grips with the pandemic the
economic legacy of the crisis is just beginning
We have learned to live our lives by numbers over the
past 12 months. The pandemic has given us more than its
fair share: deaths per day; average numbers of deaths;
infection rates; hospital admissions; numbers on
ventilators; ICU capacity; R numbers and latterly
vaccination numbers too. We are bombarded by statistics.
Sometimes it is hard to make sense of the numbers, there
are simply so many of them.
Blast from the past? Water injection dredging vessel Borr at work
But as we have been obsessed with COVID-19 itself, we
on the River Parrett near the village of Moorland
have been less prone to take a look at the other
consequences of the pandemic. Away from our hospitals
and care homes another crisis is unfolding. And it is one we have barely started to see.
Since the pandemic really hit our lives in March 2020 unemployment numbers have risen sharply. And that is with the furlough
scheme in place at least until the end of March this year. That has kept many at work who might otherwise have been
unemployed. This is not something that is happening somewhere else. We may have seen significantly lower rates of infection
and deaths from COVID-19 than other areas of the country. However when it comes to the economic impact, (see page 26)
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Letters to the editor
We received the following letter in response to David
Warburton’s decision to vote against the current lockdown:
Dear David
I was surprised with your decision to vote against the national
effort to save lives and protect the NHS and I was
disappointed by your statement attempting to justify your
position.
Much of your concern was regarding the fact that there was
no impact assessment of these regulations but there is also no
impact assessment of not implementing the regulations which
is the choice you voted for. In effect what you are saying is
that it is better to have a bad outcome through inaction rather
than a bad outcome through a proactive attempt to mitigate
the worst effects of the virus. Ultimately no one can know for
sure what course of action would be least damaging to the
economy, but we do know that the human cost will be far less
if the virus is controlled and the infection rate is brought
down.
I also know that you would not have voted against saving lives,
as you did if you were on the front line. If you answered the
emergency calls or crewed the ambulances or sat with people
while waiting for an ICU bed to “clear”. If you were turning
them or phoning their loved ones or pushing another trolley,
down to the morgue.
If you had done any of these things, I am sure that you would
have voted, to do everything in your power to help these
people.
At a time like this we need leadership solidarity and resolve.
Peter Knee
Frome
Dear Editor,
Recent events in the USA are a reminder that democracy is
not something that can be taken for granted. It seems clear to
me that one of the essential elements that underpin a
successful democracy is the accountability of elected
representatives, our MPs here in the UK. One of their key
tasks is to scrutinise and vote on proposed legislation.
On 19 January the vast majority of Conservative MPs voted
against the Parliamentary Approval amendment to the Trade
Bill, thereby denying themselves a statutory role through
debate in Parliament to shape any future trade deals before
they become binding. By giving up their voice, they have
effectively given up the voice of their constituents, we who
elected them as our representatives in the House of
Commons.
In several past issues of The Leveller I have been pleased to
find a record of how our local MPs have voted on important
issues affecting the longer term future of our country. Please
could you continue to do this, in the interests of maintaining
the accountability of our elected representatives.
Kind regards
Sue Rockliffe
Langport
Editors note: We are always happy to do this on major issues. In
this particular case, the vote appears to have been very much a
party political vote. All Conservative MPs voting against including
Somerset Mps messrs Fysh, Heappey, Liddell Greainger, Pow and
Warburton
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Letters to the Editor

Dear Editor
I write with a huge thank you to the wonderful Langport
Community volunteers who made Christmas Day so special
for people on their own. For the last two years I have joined
this wonderful event at Huish Episcopi Academy which gave
many of us a special Christmas. Not expecting anything to be
arranged this year because of the COVID virus regulations, I
was delighted to receive a call from Jo Stradling offering a
Christmas Day lunch to be delivered individually. What a
lovely caring organisation.
Jo phoned again to check our choice of vegetables and
puddings and said that someone would phone to arrange a
time for delivery spo that everyone received a hot meal. She
said that in addition we could have some readymade Frozen
meals to tide us over – which were delivered on a different
day. Thye think of everything!
My Christmas Day delicious meal was delivered at 12.30 by a
father and daughter. They were carrying a balloon on a
streamer saying Happy Christmas (which I attached to my
ceiling) also a bag of goodies suitable for one person. This
included over 20 items such as home made mince pies,
Christmas Cake, 2 books of puzzles and crosswords, sweets,
chocolates, pens and much more. A very special gift was a
pretty glass bauble from Shakspeare Glass made by the man
who delivered my meal and presents. I am overwhelmed by
this kindness that so many volunteers gave their time to
cook, make and wrap presents, and add all the finishing
touches with great care to help make our day so special. I
hope they all had time to enjoy their own Christmas.
Separately I would also like to thank the district council for all
their work in these COVID times, making the Langport
riverside so attractive to local folks and visitors. Using the
area regularly for walks I have enjoyed the paths being
widened and lots of additions for boating people. This has
been made very attractive and colourful. The area has been
kept very tidy too. It has made the necessary social distancing
easier to apply. The many visitors have passed favourable
comments and speak of returning to explore this part of the
country. The small local shops and cafes have been very
popular too. Thank you to all who make Langport such a
special place to live.
Yours sincerely
Wyn Gifford
Langport
Ed’s note: apologies that we received this letter after we went to
print for January. However we wanted to publish it anyway for the
sentiment it conveys. We should note that while the district council
undoubtedly work hard for the benefit of the area, the specific
activity on the riverbank is mostly the work of Langport Town

Council and the Environment Agency
Dear Sir or Madam,
Whilst on my daily walk in my hometown of Glastonbury, I
spotted Jacob Rees-Mogg leaving the catholic church at
approximately 12.45 on Sunday 10th January.
I thought that he should not be there, as he lives in East
Harptree, which is 15 miles away. I refrained from taking
photos, as he was with his family.
I got home and put it on social media, and then found out
that he had done exactly the same thing the week before
(which made several local and national papers), and he still
had the arrogance to come here again. This made me angry, I
then wished I had taken a photo.
I did trawl through my cctv footage and find him driving past
my house, on his way home in his distinctive Bentley.
Rees-Mogg is the Leader of The House of Commons, a very
important title, and should be setting an example. We, in
Glastonbury, get enough so called spiritual and religious types
come here during these difficult times of lockdown causing a
nuisance, and they should not be encouraged by the
behaviour of our leaders.
Rees-Mogg is a comical looking character, who looks like he
has escaped from the mid 1800's. If he has, I wish he would
just go back there and irritate our ancestors.'
Yours faithfully
Eric Mackenzie
Glastonbury
Ed’s note: we contacted Mr Rees Mogg, in the interests of fairness
to ask if he would like to respond or at least explain. For a
practising Catholic, the nearest church is not always an
appropriate church.
We did not receive a response.
Dear Editor
I live in Somerton at Bradley Hill Lane. For some months now
we have had to put up with Bloor Homes using an entrance
off the lane which they appear to agree is not following
planning restrictions. I say that because I have spoken to
them several times and they always promise to stop using it.
The lane is now totally trashed and in a bad state. As a result
dog walkers and ourselves who live at the start of the lane
have had to put up with anti-social behaviour from bike racing
etc as the site is often left open. The parish council say they
are dealing with it but I am concerned that enforcement will
not happen.
Kind regards
David Carpenter
Somerton

Letters to the editor
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Letters to the editor
Dear Editor
I read with interest the article in the January Leveller about
the commercial data-sharing deal struck between our NHS
Somerset Foundation Trust and the company Sensyne".
I regard my medical data as the most personal data I have and
I only want it shared when being treated or investigated by
the NHS.
I am against the sharing of my medical data with private
companies operating for profit.
I had already opted out Nationally from NHS data sharing
other than for my own medical treatment.
Regrettably, sharing for research purposes does not
distinguish not-for-profit medical research from commercial
data sharing as with the Sensyne deal in Somerset.
My NHS app tells me that "Your choice - You do not allow
the use of your confidential patient information for research
and planning".
I naturally thought that NHS Somerset would check that
National opt-out before sharing my medical data with a
private company.
When I wrote to NHS Somerset they confirmed that they
were not yet checking my NHS National opt-out status which
is extraordinary given the deal is already signed. People can
opt-out locally they say, but they haven't told people across
Somerset that they need to do that!
I raised a formal complaint to NHS Somerset and they then
confirmed that they have not yet signed a Data Sharing
Agreement with Sensyne - Without which none of us can be
sure what medical data is being shared, how it is anonymised
safely, who will use it globally and for what purpose.
This rushed deal with Sensyne for a Fiver per patient by NHS
Somerset needs to be halted until the covid outbreak is back
under control and then carried out with proper public
consultation.
Thank you, Leveller, for bringing this questionable deal to our
attention.
David Orr,
Taunton.
Dear Editor
After too many wasted £millions and empty years at long last
the Zenith Fire Control Centre in Taunton is to be put to a
worthwhile use. A diagnostic centre for Musgrove Hospital
installed and run by Rutherford Diagnostics. I the January
Leveller® you state you are supportive of this project
although not all readers are. I’m one of those against. Why?
The cost to Musgrove is currently set at £1.9m for five years
with a possible extension to ten years. Currently public
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service bodies can borrow capital finance at all but nil percent
interest. Why not Musgrove?
I would agree that highly trained medical staff are required to
operate this equipment but if the centre is being run by
Rutherford, I suggest such employees will, in the main, be
poached from the NHS.
The Zenith Control Centre is a public owned development.
Will Rutherford Diagnostics be renting this building from the
appropriate government department or will this cost also be
met by Musgrove?
Rutherford states that private patients will also have use of
the diagnostic centre. Will such patient payments go to
Rutherford or Musgrove?
Yes Editor, I would agree such a diagnostics centre is urgently
needed for Somerset and the Zenith Building is crying pout
for such a use, but is Rutherford a private shareholder
company the correct provider of that rather than Musgrove.
Methinks I smell a whiff of PFI.
Lyn Rogers
Taunton
Somerset County Unison - retired
We should just point out that the Zenith Fire Control Centre in
Taunton is not publicly owned. It was built at public expense but
was sold to a private property developer in 2018. Rutherford have
either bought or leased the property from that developer, not a
government department.

Letters to the Editor

However you choose to get in touch with us, we are always
happy to read your letters and emails. We read them all 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

Public Information
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Public Information

Citizens Advice
In a joint statement from Citizens Advice Mendip,
Sedgemoor, West Somerset, Taunton and South
Somerset have responded to the Public Health
guidance on Coronavirus.
“We are very aware that over 50% of Citizens Advice in Somerset
clients have health conditions and/or disabilities. Between our 5
organisations we helped over 20,000 clients last year. For this
reason we must exercise extreme care in minimising the risk of
infection for our clients and for our staff and volunteers.
We have taken the difficult decision to close our face to face
services (including outreach) whilst also increasing capacity on our
phones and email services. Please be assured that this decision has
not been taken lightly.
The advice by phone service in Somerset is very well established and
part of our general offer. All our systems are in place for a team
of home based and office based advisers.
Clients can visit our respective websites for full details of their
options or clients can call Adviceline: 03444 889 623”
Each local Citizens Advice centre will appoint a daily lead
responsible for dealing with clients in crisis and we will continue to
make the Local Assistance Scheme available to those in crisis (Fuel,
food, essential items). We will maintain close contact with local
foodbanks and work with them to address any challenges as they
arise.
Websites
Mendip: 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/

Sky Diary by Paul Adamson
Moon Phases
First Quarter 19th February /
Full 28th February
Last quarter 6th March / New
Moon 11th March
Planets
It may look like the Planet
Mars has a twin if you look to
the west early evening but
one of these is the star
Aldebaran in the
Constellation of Taurus both
being of similar brightness
now, Jupiter and Saturn are
now morning objects rising
around 5pm in the East.
Constellation
On a clear Moonless night
between the Constellation of
Gemini and Leo You will
notice a faint patch of light
which turns in to a swarm of
Stars through a pair of
binoculars, this is quite apt as
this is an open Star Cluster
know as the Beehive cluster
which contains around 1000
Stars of various ages. The
Beehive Cluster is in the
Constellation of Cancer the

Crab.
Celestial Events
On the evening of 19th
February look for the First
Quarter Moon, Mars and the
Seven Sisters Star Cluster
occupying the same area of
sky creating an interesting
conjunction.
The Somerset Levels
Stargazers hold a free Zoom
meeting on the last
Wednesday of each month.
Follow us on Facebook for
details.

http://www.somersetlevelsstargazers.co.uk/
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The Somerset Day
15 February
Sunrise 7.24 am
Sunset 5.26 pm
15 March
Sunrise 6.25 am
Sunset 6.15 pm

Markets
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 those markets
with food stalls 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
Frome Independent. High Street 1st Sunday March-December
Glastonbury Country Market:: Town Hall, Tues 9am-12.30pm
Glastonbury Farmers Market: Market Cross 4th Saturday of
the month 9am - 2pm
Hatch Beauchamp Produce Market: Village Hall 2nd Saturday
morning of the month
Ilminster - Market Square every Thursday 8am-2pm
Langport produce market: Town Square, last Friday of the
month 10.0am to 2pm
Langport Country Market: All Saints Hall, Thursday 9.0011.00am
Langport Vintage Market: Town Square 10.00am-4,00pm 2nd
Saturday
Martock Farmers Market: 2nd Saturday 10am - 1pm North St.
North Curry: Village Hall, Greenway. 9.30am – 11.30am
monthly market on the first Saturday each month.
Shepton Mallet High Street. Friday 9am-1pm
Somerton Country Market: Unicorn Skittle Alley, Saturday
9.00-12.00
Somerton Market, Market Square first Friday of the month
10.00am-12.30 pm
Street Country Market: United Reform Church Thursday
9.00-12.00
Street Market: High St/Farm Rd Thursday 9am - 4pm
Taunton Farmers Market: High Street, Thursdays 9am -3pm
Taunton “Pannier” Market, food and produce: High Street,
Fridays 9am-4.30pm
Taunton Craft Market: High Street, Saturday 9am-4.30pm
Wellington Farmers Market, High Street, alternate Saturdays
9-12.00noon
Wells Market, Market Place Wednesdays and Saturdays 9am4.00pm
Wiveliscombe Farmers market - Community Centre, TA4 2JP
- every Saturday morning 9.30-12.45
Yeovil Market: Lower Middle Street, Tuesday, Friday 9am-3pm

Public Notices

Council meetings - or not
Nearly all councils have now cancelled regular meetings in the
light of government advice on dealing with the Covid 19 virus.
Which leaves the question, how do I get in touch with my
council. Most council staff are still on duty, but working from
home so in nearly all cases you should be able to contact the
council.
All councils are advising the public not to visit their offices
unless absolutely essential.
This month once again, rather than details of meetings, we’ve
posted contact details for the main councils in our area.
Town Councils
Axbridge Town Council 07884 264033
https://axbridge-tc.gov.uk/
Bridgwater Town Council 01278 427692
Bruton Town Council 01749 813014
townclerk@brutontowncouncil.gov.uk
Burnham on Sea & Highbridge Town Council 01278 788088
townclerk@burnham-highbridgetc.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
Wiveliscombe Town Council 01984 631914
parishclerk@wiveliscombe.com
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

The 2021 Census is coming

Taunton In Focus

It is fair to say we are very much living in a world of
technological advancement; in fact, there is very little you can’t
do online. The England and Wales census is also rolling with
the times. On March 21, households across Somerset are
being asked to take part in the digital first Census 2021.
But, of course, not everyone will be able to (or will want to),
do their census online. Paper questionnaires will be available
for those who need them or prefer to use them.
Working to ensure a smooth and successful census is
Somerset-dedicated Census Engagement Manager Jill Loader,
whose role involves working with local communities to raise
awareness that the census is coming and the benefits it brings.
With a wide-ranging and diverse background in volunteer
management and community engagement, Jill has the
enthusiasm and experience to get the census message out
there. But the task is not an easy one.
“The coronavirus pandemic has had a devastating impact on
everyone, and it’s been a challenge to adapt the way we work in
the build up to census. But with technological advances and a
positive attitude we’re managing to reach an even wider audience
to let them know: census is coming,” says Jill. “The 2021 Census
will be crucial in giving a snapshot of life in the 21st Century. Now
more than ever, we need this up-to-date data that will help shape
society, and local services, for the years and decades to come”.
A digital first census alleviates some of the hurdles of the
pandemic. Jill acknowledges that the modern census has come
a long way from a collector turning up on your doorstep in
the 19th century and filling in the form for you. “There are
obvious advantages to it being online-first. It’s quicker, reduces the
need for unnecessary contact and we’re making it as easy as
possible for people to fill in. But we know that not everyone will feel

Can you help?
Local writer Andrea Cowan has been commissioned to write
a history book on Taunton.
As well as more formal images, she is hoping to be able to
include postcards and photographs to really bring the pages to
life.
All successful inclusions would, of course, be credited
accordingly.
If anyone has something that they think might be of interest,
perhaps relating to a place or historical event in Taunton,
please contact Andrea.
You can email her on:
andrea@murfdog.co.uk

confident responding online and especially in some parts of rural
Somerset might not have the connectivity to do so. People will still
be able to request a paper questionnaire and be able to complete
the census over the phone with help from trained staff via the
Office for National Statistics’ free phone contact centre. We’re also
aiming to provide in-person support to complete the census online
through Census Support Centres where it is safe to do so.
We want to make sure that everyone knows that it is not just about
counting people but making sure that people understand that they
count”.
Results from the census will be available within 12 months,
although personal records will be locked away for 100 years,
kept safe for future generations.
For more information, and to find out how to get help, visit
census.gov.uk
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Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages

A little less friendly

Big is not always beautiful

A visitor to the Langport Town Council meeting in January
commented on how friendly the meeting was. She compared it
favourably to Glastonbury, (although I confess that’s not been
my experience). She noted how relaxed and informal it was;
how everyone had the chance to speak.
And generally, as regards Langport, your humble
correspondent would completely agree. The atmosphere is
just right. Everyone gets their say, but you don’t feel like you
are appearing before the Star Chamber when you have that
say.
So it was a little alarming to see a rather unfriendly notice
appearing on the agenda for the January meeting. It notes “If
the public wish to make a comment or ask the council a question,
this must be emailed to the Town Clerk, townclerk@langport.life at
least 24 hours in advance.” That is new. So why? The Town
Clerk explained that in order to let everyone access a Zoom
meeting, she needed contact details to send them the links and
codes.
That is certainly understandable. But the rules require the
would-be speaker to email their comment or question to the
Town Clerk, not simply their contact details.
This seems to us to be completely unnecessary and is not
required by many other local town or parish councils.
Somerton and Huish Episcopi for instance.
And the biggest irony of all? Having got everyone’s contacts,
the details circulated for the Zoom meeting were actually
wrong. The meeting ended up starting 15 minutes late as lastminute corrections were sent to the would-be participants
struggling to get into the meeting with the wrong details.

For several years Huish Episcopi Primary School has been part
of The Levels Trust. A group of primary schools including
Middlezoy, Othery and Hambridge as well as Huish, the
Levels Trust has a good working relationship with Huish
Academy, the secondary school they feed into.
Huish Episcopi Primary School was rated “Good” by Ofsted
at the last inspection in February 2020. However the
inspectors also noted “The last few years have been turbulent for
the Levels multi-academy trust (MAT). Several changes within the
MAT leadership have resulted in a period of instability. This has
disrupted communication between the local governing body and the
trustees. Leaders, including trustees, are aware of the shortcomings
of the trust.”
This observation appears to be the driver behind a move for
change. And indeed this month all is set to change. The Levels
Trust is to be taken over by Preston Primary Academy Trust
located in Yeovil. That trust includes Preston Church of
England Primary School, Kingfisher Primary School, Manor
Court Community Primary School, Countess Gytha Primary
School in Queen Camel and North Cadbury Church of
England Primary School.
Responding to our questions about the move, Interim CEO of
The Levels Trust, Judith Barrett, told us “The Department for
Education (DfE) have positively encouraged small Trusts to join
with larger Trusts to ensure continuity of growth, financial
efficiencies and a collegiate approach to school improvement, all of
which Preston Primary Academy Trust (PPAT) can provide. All
schools within The Levels Trust will be transferring to PPAT on the
1st February and are very much looking forward to the many
benefits that will bring.”
Ever-increasing circles
We of course wish all the schools well in this new venture.
There can be no doubt that the DfE are pushing an agenda of
bringing schools together into ever-larger groups. The
schools have little choice. It is to their credit that they
embrace the change with a positive attitude.
Huish Episcopi Primary School Head, Tiffany Doughty Davis,
welcomes the move. She told The Leveller® “I am looking
forward to continuing to work with PPAT whose values and
approach match those within our school. This is a relationship
which started in 2018 when the staff body of Huish Episcopi
Primary School visited Preston Primary School for a collaboration
day. We were welcomed by Bernie Green, CEO, Preston Primary
Trust on that day and encouraged to build strong relationships
which would benefit all of the children. We are pleased about the
move into the Trust which will bring benefits to our children and
staff with additional opportunities, financial benefits and the career
opportunities which only a larger trust can bring. Our parents
shouldn’t see an impact of the move into the new Trust as our high
standards and expectations are very well established and mirrored
by Preston Primary Academy Trust.”
But what do the DfE have in mind with all these mergers? The
purpose of academies, originally at least, was to give schools
independence, power to work to specific local needs and
nuances. That was a worthy and interesting idea. But, as
schools join ever larger groups, it defies logic that local needs
will be paramount when the organisation that runs them is no
longer as local as it used to be.
The ultimate result of the DfE forcing merger after merger on
academy schools will, logically, be a return to one trust
covering the whole of an education area. In other words an
Education Authority by any other name.
Which is where this exercise started out some 20 years ago.

Past the school gates….
….at over 50mph
The new speed indicator device, or SID, in Huish Episcopi
parish has given some alarming readings. The device currently
moves between three sites: one outside Huish Academy on
Field Road; one in Wearne village; and the other in Pibsbury.
The SID has been moved every two weeks between the sites
since it was installed on 6 September last year.
The results are alarming. From 27 December 2020 to 10
January this year, over a third of all motorists driving past
Huish Academy have been speeding. Three drivers were doing
over 50mph in a 30mph zone. It really does beggar belief that
so many people would drive past school gates at that speed.
Yes, the Academy was not open for most of that time, but is
that really the point? Would those drivers moderate their
speeds if the school was obviously open? We can only be
thankful that there hasn’t been another fatal accident along
Field Road involving one of the pupils.
Increase in sites
Meantime as the Speedwatch Team are unable to do their
work during the COVID restrictions, two new SID sites will
help log driver speeds. Huish Episcopi Parish Council are
waiting for the County Council to put posts up in Newtown
and on the A372 outside Eli’s pub. Once they are installed, the
SID will routinely move between all five sites in Huish Parish.
The SID not only records speeds but flashes up the speed a
motorist is doing to alert them to slow down. However the
information from the SID is also being used by Avon &
Somerset Police. Now that the Parish Council can identify
speeding blackspots, police can use these records to decide
where to place mobile speeding cameras around the village.
The Leveller® understands the police are looking to target
Newtown in the near future.
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Too much in reserve?

More coming in

In many lines of business, it is good to have reserves. A store
of cash to fall back on if times get unexpectedly tough. You
know the sort of thing. When a pandemic strikes out of the
blue – or something similar.
So the fact that Somerton Town Council (STC) will have
around £600,000 in reserves sounds good. The sale of Etsome
Terrace last year gave the reserves of the council a healthy
shot in the arm. Usually a parish or town council is expected
to have at least the level of the current year’s precept (local
council tax) in reserves. And as Somerton expect to set a
precept of £420,838 for 2021/22, that seems to be well
covered.
But at the February Town Council meeting, member of the
public Barry Yates said that was too much. He suggested to
the council that these reserves should be used to reduce the
precept needed. Using the cash so that not so much tax needs
to be raised this year.
Councillors disagreed. The budget and precept was duly
approved. Chair of STC, Dean Ruddle, explained “we do have a
good position, but we need to earmark funds for major projects we
will have to do in the future. We have to maintain the car parks in
Somerton and have some big bills to come for play equipment.”
And of course, as the council discussed later in the same
meeting, with COVID-19 restrictions, income from the Edgar
Hall has been hit hard. A hall that cannot open cannot bring in
income. Many towns and parishes around Somerset have a
similar problem. But not many of them have the sort of
property sale windfall that Somerton have had from the sale of
Etsome Terrace.
Still it seems whether your reserves are too high or too low,
you’ll still get criticised. Damned if you do, damned if you
don’t.

Exciting news from Kirkham Street Field Community Trust
this month. The Trust is raising money to save the last bit of
green space within the town of Somerton. Somerset County
Council (SCC) is asking £750,000 for the land which will
otherwise be sold to developers.
The first bit of good news is that SCC are willing to sell part
of the land to the Trust if it is not able to raise the full asking
price. This means that it can purchase as much of the area of
the field as it can raise money for.
The second bit of good news is it’s had a very substantial offer
of funds. To date the Trust has a total of just over £120,000 in
donations and promises. However a further £100,000 has
been promised on condition that it can be match funded.
Fingers crossed
This may not be an easy task, but if the Trust can do it, then it
will have funds to secure the future for nearly half of the field.
Meanwhile it is waiting for the results from the application to
the Climate Change Emergency Fund.
The Trust is still actively looking for donations to deliver this
project for the community. If you live in Somerton and can still
get out and about and want to help…. please put your
donation in an envelope marked “Campaign Funds” and pop it
in the box in George James Estate Agents, West St, Somerton.
See the notice on their door.
Or you can post it to Margaret Chambers at 6, Maypole Knap,
Somerton TA11 6HR. The Trust can also be contacted by
phone: Judith Hurley _ Sec – 273079 / Gill Locke – Treasurer
– 07592 083543.

Somerstock Covid Update
by Jon Sackett
Somerstock is a one-day family friendly music festival held in
Somerton on the 10th of July. It is also the final event in a
week-long festival held in venues around Somerton arranged
by Somerton Music and Arts Festival CIC. The headline act
for 2021 will be The Christians with 15 other acts covering
most genres and including local and original acts. Family
entertainment, food, licenced bars and on-site parking is also
provided to make this festival, convenient, friendly and fun.
With news that Glastonbury Festival is cancelled and concerns
over the future for live events, we would like to provide a
brief update on our position. We take safety very seriously
and, at a minimum, will apply all government regulations and
guidelines to our events as they apply at the time. We have a
large area to accommodate the anticipated Somerstock
audience so will be able to give our customers plenty of room
as part of a comprehensive health and safety plan which will
include Covid safety as core requirement.
We are therefore limiting the numbers of tickets available to
be sure we can provide everyone with the space they need, so
it would be wise to buy as soon as possible to secure a place
and give us the confidence that we can continue the event well
into the future. Also, if you buy a ticket by the end of
February, you will save up to 20% on the full price! Children
under 12 are free but must be pre-registered for numbers.
If things go well, we hope to be able to release more tickets
and if for any reason things take a turn for the worse, all
tickets can either roll over or will be refunded in full. This
makes buying a ticket a low-risk way to book a summer
celebration and keep our Festivals going.
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Village shop shortlisted
The shortlist for the 2021 Farm Shop & Deli Awards has been
announced. And what a perceptive bunch they are to have
spotted Stoke St Gregory’s Village Shop @Royal Oak and
shortlist it for the South West region. The citation
acknowledges the courageous commitment shown to their
customers and community during a year of pandemic.
Readers may recall that the Heart of the Village (HOTV)
project was spurred on when the village shop and the last pub
were closed within a few months of each other. The village
community clubbed together and raised sufficient funds to buy
the pub. Many volunteers offered practical support, including
plastering and painting, to refurbish and repurpose the village
pub for community use.
It was not all plain sailing.
Plans to open the cafe/coffee shop were not possible due to
the current COVID restrictions. And plans to open part of the
building as a pub for Christmas 2020 were, alas, another victim
of the pandemic lockdown.
Icing on the cake
The spokesperson for HOTV, Graham Gleed, told The
Leveller® “we would like to make a very special thank you to Jo
and Carolyn and all the volunteers, for going above and beyond the
call of duty in these very challenging times during this pandemic.
We weathered the pandemic and stayed open. It’s an absolutely
fantastic effort by all involved and we applaud you.”
The village shop, which is now located in the pub, provides
easy, local access to retail, postal services and newspapers
combined with a vital social function which helps to bind the
community together – important ingredients in a sustainable
community.
The shortlisting and any award that follows is simply the icing
on the cake.
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Sooner than you think?
It will have been more or less 60 year in the making. A new
station for either Langport or Somerton is now looking more
than a pipedream. Both stations fell under the Beeching axe
inn 1962. That left a 28 mile stretch of track with no stations,
the longest gap in the south west. Since 2014 the Langport
Transport Group (LTG) has been campaigning to get a station
opened in the area. Despite the name, and the fact it was
formed as a sort of joint effort between Transition Town
Langport and Langport Town Council, their commitment is for
a station to serve both Langport and Somerton. The current
proposals are for one of two sites. At the end of Ricksey Lane
in Somerton or the old Langport Eastover site. The latter is
looking the least likely of the two as the land that would be
needed for a car park, is also land that Huish Episcopi parish
Council have their eye on for a parish hall.
Be that as it may, considerable progress has now been made.
Somerset County Council together with Network Rail believe
a feasibility study will cost around £60,000. In June last year
LTG put in an application for funding to the Department for
Transport (DfT) Restoring Your Railway Fund. They were one
of 110 applicants but also one of the 25 who were successful.
This means that 75% of the cost will be stumped up by the
state. That leaves around £15,000 to be raised locally. But
between the various parishes that stand to benefit from a new
station, that should not be too tall an ask.
The plan is that rather than stop the mainline service, a new
stopping service will be introduced between Reading and
Exeter. That would allow customers to pick up the stopping
service and then change to the express along the way.
We look forward to reporting on further developments in
future issues of The Leveller®.
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Plugging a hole in Bridgwater
There is nothing like setting a budget
and a precept to get a row going in
your local council. Of course if one of
the leading lights of the opposition
happens to have previously been a
leading light in your own party – that
hardly helps. Bridgwater Town Council
has just proposed a budget for 2021/22
of £1,077k. The precept, that is the
fancy word for the council tax charged
by parish and town councils, will be
£878k.
Now as Bridgwater is pretty much the
biggest town outside of Taunton (which
does not have a separate town council),
you might be asking “what is the
problem?” The problem is that
historically Bridgwater has not set a
very high precept. And it has been
running at a large loss for many years.
Instead of trying to recoup that loss
through higher taxes, they have taken
money from reserves.
To put some numbers on that: in
2016/17 the council spent £55k more
than it had coming in; in 2017/18 that
rose to an overspend of £88k; by
2018/19 it was £134k.
Changes
Then things started to change. A
number of cost-saving measures were
brought in. A new telephone system
that was cheaper to run. Cemetery

services were brought in house. The
website running cost reduced from
£7,000 to £600. The overspend for
2019/20 was large, but at £119k, at
least lower than the £134k of previous
year. That trend might well have
continued but then came COVID-19. It
has obviously increased the cost of
services as the council tries to do more
to support local people. But it has
decimated the income the council can
expect. The town hall has had no
events for a year, commercial tenants
of the council have had a rent holiday.
All in all the council will probably have
an overspend of £150k.
Anything in reserve?
So the 2021/22 budget has a hike in tax
in an effort to boost the reserves of the
council. The ruling Labour Group
would like to put £200k into reserves.
Fiscally that makes a lot of sense. The
Conservative opposition have hit back
saying they disagree with the budget
and precept. They would like to see
just £150k put into reserves. They’d
also like to see £15k withdrawn from
community activities in Hamp and £5k
each cut from the money given to
community centres at Victoria Park,
Sydenham and the Bridgwater Arts
Centre.
Diogo Rodrigues, formerly the Labour

Mayor of Bridgwater, these days sits
with the Conservatives. It does not
help the cause of cordial relations
between the two rival groups. The
Conservative Group put out a
statement following the setting of the
precept saying “our key aim was to offer
the lowest possible increase in council tax
for residents, especially during this
uncertain and difficult time where we have
residents on a reduced income, some
residents not knowing if they will still have
a job tomorrow and some having even lost
their jobs.”
Cllr Brian Smedley pointed out
“Crucially now we need to build up the
Council’s reserves again, as not only do we
have several listed buildings that require
maintenance over the next few years we
don’t know what is on the horizon and we
wouldn’t be forgiven for facing the
unknown with an unknown bank balance.
Furthermore, Somerset is on the cusp of a
major change in local government and at
this crucial time this is now needed – so
we are responding to the town clerk’s
advice to build up the reserves, to
safeguard Council services in the future.”
Once all of the precepts have been set
and finalised across Somerset, we will
be taking a look at who pays what. It
always makes for an interesting
comparison.

Taunton - a vision with a hole in the middle
At the end of last month, Somerset West & Taunton Council
launched a new video promoting a vision of our county town
by 2040. There are plans for a vibrant thriving community. It
is awash with the sort of buzzwords these documents usually
specialise in – connectivity, green, infrastructure,
regeneration, heritage.
The scope of the river and the redevelopment of Coal
Orchard on its banks, already underway, are easy to grasp.
The idea of riverside walks and redevelopment along the
river front could offer a much brighter vision for this area of
Taunton. In fact many of the projects that are brought
together in the document are more than just a pipedream.
Redevelopment of Firepool is now a realistic proposition; the
redevelopment of the station area too. Money is already
pledged for the latter. Musgrove’s redevelopment also has
millions pledged already by Whitehall. These are things that
will happen.
Equally the Nexus 25 business park is underway, a fine
location that may well be full of new space age industries. We
are told in the video that “Nexus 25 will provide a green
campus setting with space for a variety of uses including research
and development and high quality offices.” That is as maybe.
Looking at it from Leveller® Towers we see a row of
distribution and bulk breaking warehousing as much more
likely than digital industries. Please would someone from the
council visit Oxford and Cambridge where these things are
two a penny and get an understanding of all the things that
Taunton does not have. To list a few: venture capital; pre14

existing electronic industries from which these businesses
could spin out; a hi tec university (life-long learning is, with all
due respect, not the same thing).
Meanwhile the plans for a Park and Ride at Junction 25 sound
fine. Most of it is there already; put in some extra electric car
charging points by all means. But the question that is not
addressed, is that before lockdown, the site got turned into a
traveller camp at least once a year. And it seemed that the
main reason that was possible, was that actually hardly
anyone uses the Park and Ride. So what is the action plan to
get people to use a facility that is already there and serially
underused? There doesn’t seem to be one – at least not yet.
That said, it would only take someone like Elon Musk to
decide Taunton was the place to build electric cars and that
would be a different matter. And we know that is not
complete fantasy. The problem with the vision is it doesn’t
seem to understand the cause and effect involved in getting
these things to happen. There’s a lot of parking everywhere
you look in this vision for 2040. And that does not seem to
sit so well with the green agenda that keeps cropping up.
Lack of joined-up thinking
Equally there is the idea that Firepool will not be built around
either a performance venue (details unspecified) or a hotel as
discussed in the past, but now both. Ambitious certainly. The
650 new homes will almost certainly be built, as will the
cinema. But will the performance venue work, or will it
become a semi-used piece of urban blight? That depends on
how the sums are done. It also depends on a cultural vision
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for the future of the town. A vision that fails to even mention
the Brewhouse Theatre or the CIC is not a complete vision.
These however are details in a plan that looks at specific
ideas for Taunton, but seems to lack an overarching joined-up
vision that links them all together. There is a brief recognition
of the problem that dogs Taunton and so many of our other
market towns in Somerset: “However, there is still some way to
go before this ambition is realised. The town centre has suffered
from decades of decline, the recovery from which has been further
set back by the impact of COVID-19 on town centres across the
country.”
2040 vision?
However when you look at the future, plans certainly come
forward for redeveloping publicly owned land in the town.
That has to be good news. But what about the future of all
those retail units that line the High Street today? There
future is….. envisaged as pretty the same High Street with
retail units. Yes the plans for more greening and greater
accessibility look and sound great.
But, as we have carped on at length in the past, the biggest
failure of imagination in this vision is it does not reimagine the

town centre. It imagines it as exactly the same. A main street
down the middle surrounded by shops. Is that realistic for
2040? We are told “There is a good mix of public houses, cafés
and other services, such as banks and building societies, however
there is a lack of sites available for national multiples.” And this is
worrying. After everything that has happened over the past
five years, the planners still believe there is a need to attract
national multiples. The town already looks like an old man’s
set of teeth with gaps and empty spaces where closed down
national multiples used to trade.
Relevant?
Is the single central high street still relevant? It was developed
because it gave a focus for shoppers but, as important, an
artery for large delivery trucks to access. Why not
reconfigure the centre into something more interesting,
more futuristic? These and similar questions are simply not
addressed. For all the very attractive ideas within the plan,
until it contains an overarching vision to join up the different
projects and looks to a vision of the future, rather than the
past, the vision for 2040 seems to be a little wide of the
mark.

Fox’s Field
For many years, Fox’s Field was used as
recreation space for the workers at
Tonedale Mill. The field takes its name
from Fox Brothers, who owned the
mill and produced ‘Taunton serge’
there as well as creating the khaki dye
used by the British military.
The field was put up for sale 'for
development’ and saved thanks to a
local campaign which resulted in the
field being declared an Asset of
Community Value. The land was
acquired by Somerset West & Taunton
council in November 2019. That saved
the field for the community, the
question then was what to do with it
now it is in public ownership.
Wellington Mills CIC is part of that
equation. Set up as a community
company it has a stated purpose “to
encourage and promote the effective
regeneration of the wonderful buildings
and surroundings at Tonedale and
ToneWorks into a viable and worthwhile
new role in the town’s life.” The other,
Transition Town Wellington (TTW), is

one of increasingly numerous groups
dedicated to getting local communities
to embrace a green agenda. These two
organisations, and their volunteers, are
working together as the guardians of
the field.
The future is green
They are now working with Somerset
West & Taunton Council on how to
make the most of Fox’s Field. For
instance, Helen Gillingham and the
TTW community gardening team have
been looking into the idea of creating a
forest garden on part of the site. A
forest garden emulates a woodland
edge with a mix of perennial plants that
can feed either humans, wildlife
or both. It is a patchwork of
open spaces, canopy trees,
understorey shrubs, groundcover and climbing plants.
Both community groups are
looking forward to coming up
with plans that aim to enhance
biodiversity, increase the soil
health, and allow people to

continue to enjoy and have access to
this vital open space for years to come.
However, the main thrust of the future
of the field will be a matter for the
Wellington community as a whole.
With that in mind, a first community
consultation event about the project
will be held on Saturday 6 March
2021 at 11am. All are warmly
welcome. The meeting will be held
online (details on the groups’
respective websites and FB pages), and
will be the first of a series of public
events in a wide variety of formats over
the coming months.
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What a performance
On Thursday 7 January, members of South Somerset’s
District Executive committee voted unanimously in favour of
an agreement in principle to proceed with the project that
will transform and see major improvements at The Octagon
Theatre in Yeovil. Despite cancelling all planning meetings so
staff could help with the vaccine roll-out, this was a meeting
that South Somerset District Council (SSDC) decided could
not be put off. Which is a shame. You might have thought a
major arts project like this could easily have been put back
two months. Instead of which it will be the planning process
which will suffer.
Councillors estimate that the project to transform the
Octagon Theatre in Yeovil will cost in the region of £23
million excluding VAT. What does this money buy exactly?
Two things. Firstly a new circle which will see capacity at the
theatre increase from 622 to 900
seats. Secondly a new fly tower. This
is a theatrical rigging system,
comprising rope lines, blocks,
counterweights and the like to enable
stage hands to handle scenery
changes, curtains and lighting decks.
SSDC also intend the theatre to
become fully accessible and to add
two purpose-built studios that could
be used as cinema spaces and an
improved café and restaurant area.
This sounds like an excellent project. It represents a major
investment within SSDC’s core area. Given how much SSDC
has spent investing around the rest of Britain over the past
two years, this is certainly welcome. And it is always good to
see a council prepared to invest in the arts locally. So what
are the questions outstanding?
Show us the money!
Well, firstly where will the £23 million come from? SSDC has
part of the answer to that. “The council will look to secure
around £5 million from national funding bodies like Arts Council
England.” They add that they would also expect to raise
£250,000 locally. We will secure
funding from other grant making
bodies, including recovery grants,
Section 106, Community
Investment Levy and other
sources. But here is the tricky
bit, if none of that brings home
the bacon the remaining near
£18m will still have to be funded.
We are told “SSDC could loan
itself a significant portion or all of
the funds that would be repaid (plus
interest).”
The next question is about
balance. While it is good to see that S106 money will be used,
this will inevitably be at a cost to the rest of South Somerset.
S106 money is raised from large building projects. As we
speak, Yeovil has consistently missed the Local Plan
housebuilding targets. Whereas much of the rest of the
district, especially the small market towns, have overdelivered. So to see S106 moneys taken away from the
market towns and given to fund the Octagon, will not
necessarily be popular. Especially as the council has just
committed a large sum to buying Yeovil Town’s football
stadium. That’s a lot of investment in a town with a
population that only represents around a quarter of the
16

population of the whole district. SSDC themselves are a little
reticent to commit to the project (which has yet to go before
full council) until the treatment of VAT can be determined.
This is important as the VAT alone could add £4.6m to the
cost.
How many bums on how many seats?
The next question we wanted to ask was is there a need to
increase the theatre size. Ignoring 2020, the Octagon can
usually rely on selling 83% of tickets for performances. While
this is a high percentage, it is not 100%. And that begs the
question as to where the demand for the extra 278 seats will
come from. Noted that this compares favourably with other
provincial theatres. However 83% is not 100%. Why do you
believe if you can only fill 83% of the current theatre, that you
would be able to fill a similar % of an enlarged one?
SSDC’s spokesperson told us “No theatres
or entertainment venues will operate at 100%
capacity on attendance – this would mean
they would be sold out for every performance
all of the time. There are nearly always some
single seats unsold.
The national average for most London
commercial theatres is c.77.5% occupancy.
Octagon at present is an average of 83%
occupancy, including varied community group
programmes, therefore it is reasonable to say
that the Octagon is already oversubscribed. The proposed plans
offer a more diverse programme, improved experience and capacity,
which will give the ability to attract larger touring shows, appealing
to a wider and more regionally based audience, from across
Somerset and neighbouring counties, as well as the established
catchment area.” While this may be reasonable, The Leveller®
would sincerely hope that some serious market research will
be commissioned to demonstrate demand, before the council
commits itself to spend £23 million of taxpayers’ money.
Westlands issue
The final question we had relates to Westlands. The
Westlands venue is leased from Leonardo helicopters and has
been refurbished at considerable expense,
by SSDC. During the closure of the
Octagon to carry out the works, having
Westlands available as an alternative is an
advantage. But once the Octagon is
enlarged, how will that impact on the use
and viability of the Westlands centre. This is
what SSDC had to say. “Westlands was
designed as a multi-purpose entertainments
venue. It is not a theatre, nor does it have all
the facilities required to be so. It is more
appropriate for shows/events that are not all
suitable for theatre. Whilst it could
accommodate much of the existing Octagon
programme during any closure period, it is not comparable on a like
for like basis. For example, banquets and conferences, balls etc
cannot be accommodated at the Theatre but can at Westlands.
Therefore, ‘ticket’ sales are not a relevant comparison to Octagon.
However, average attendance for ticketed events was 76.5% for
similar seated events in 2019/20 at Westlands. Having both venues
in our district allows us to provide a really varied arts and
entertainment programme appealing to the widest audience and
age groups possible.”
The jury will be out on that one. Again it would be good to see
some detailed analysis provided before the project is given a
green light.
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Building on green fields
The village pressure group, Chilcompton Against Rural
Overdevelopment (CARO), has enjoyed a recent run of
success against the planners. Government Inspectors have
dismissed appeals in recent weeks for developments at Somer
Lea, White Hayes, Sestri paddock and Naishes Cross all within
the village envelope. Now however the villagers are under
attack again. This time in the form of a proposal for the
construction of 95 new houses.
The houses would be built on green fields between Rock
Road, Stockhill Road and Hoecroft. The company behind the
proposal is Gladman.
A planning application has not yet been put in but it is thought
that pre-application meetings have been held with Mendip
District Council and some local residents have received flyers
through their doors.
The flyer mentions 95 houses but if you go on the company
website there is talk of 150 houses. Even 95 houses would
increase the size of the village by 10%.
The news has brought the campaigning group CARO, which
now has more than a hundred members, back to active life.
CARO spokesman, Rich Morgan told The Leveller® “As we’ve
said before this is not nimbyism - this is about the
sustainability of the village. The school is full; the surgery is full;
there are flooding issues throughout the community and the
small roads are increasingly dangerous.”
CARO have already contacted their local MP James Heappey,
who said: “Chilcompton has taken a significant amount of
development in the last ten years and therefore I agree with the
community in questioning whether the village should be expected to
take more.”
In addition, CARO has the support of the Parish Council, the
District Councillors and the County Councillor. Words of
course are cheap. Once again people who are our elected
representatives can only be judged against what they do, not
what they say.

Hinkley plans to ramp up
workforce
Plans under discussion between EdF Energy (EdFe),
Sedgemoor District Council and Bridgwater Town Council
would see the workforce at the Hinkley C nuclear power
station expanded to 8,500. When planning permission was
granted to Hinkley C the peak workforce allowed on site was
set 5,500. Now they are proposing to increase this to 8,600.
Given the fact that, rather like the model it is based on
Flamanville in Normandy, Hinkley C is running late and over
budget, the request to increase numbers is understandable.
Originally projected to cost £19.6bn the latest estimate is
that it will cost closer to £23bn. The start date too has
moved back from an original plan of 2023 to current
estimates of 2026 at the earliest. As most of the cost
overruns and delays had been announced before March 2020,
these are operational rather than COVID related issues.
Local employment
That said, the proposal should of course be good news for
local employment. The workforce at Hinkley is split into two
categories, so called home-based workers and non homebased workers. To count as home-based you should be able
to commute to and from the site from your home address.
So by and large these will be new jobs for Somerset based
employers. This element EdFe are asking to increase from
310 to 1,630.

Writing On Your Wall?
We have in the past been known to ‘bang on’ about the perils
of Facebook as a platform. Last month, we discussed The
Environment Agency’s observation that it seems to have
become a safe place for advertising unlicensed waste delivery.
The thing about Facebook is it operates without checks and
balances. This is a much more pronounced problem at a local
level. There really do not seem
to be any significant checks on
what gets admitted to the
platform.
A case in point arose in the last
few weeks. One of the new
entry signs saying ‘Welcome to
Martock’ was stolen. So where
do you think it popped up for
sale – yours for £30? Yep, it
was Facebook. On one of its
buy and sell groups.
While Facebook is incapable of
policing its adverts and
advertisers, this time others
have taken notice. There have
apparently been numerous complaints, including, so The
Leveller® has heard, from the SCC Highways Manager. Now
the Police are involved too.
Just saying but, if you do want a trustworthy place to find local
businesses, or to buy local things, you could do worse than try
your local newspaper.
One of the key concerns for the town of Bridgwater, will be
the large influx of new workers from the surrounding area
(and non home based workers from further afield) in the
midst or a pandemic and a national lockdown. Again EdFe are
. adamant they will not take risks. As part of their presentation
the company stated “The expansion of the workforce in the years
to come will only happen when it is safe to do so. This means that
our projections for workforce numbers are based on an
assumption that we will be able to operate un-constrained in the
years leading up to the peak of construction.”
Councillor and Mayor of Bridgwater, Leigh Redman is not
impressed. Whilst he recognises the contribution Hinkley has
made to the area, he told The Leveller® “I am calling for the
Councils and stakeholders to join me in demanding EDFe to move
away from their rush job to increase limits on workers living in
Bridgwater by 300%. Give residents & Bridgwater town council the
opportunity to understand the proposal, consult in a meaningful
way and discuss mitigation.”
However he made it clear he is not against the increase per
se “To be clear, I am not saying we should not allow the increase,
I am asking EDFe to hold a reasonable consultation and discuss
mitigation, let Bridgwater and surrounding areas understand what
is proposed and what mitigation may be needed.”
17

Local News - Towns

Tower of power
On 5 March 2020, Wells City Council
unanimously rejected an application on
behalf of Vodafone to site a 12.5-metre
lattice mast on the playing fields of
Wells Cathedral School. For those of
you who work in old money, we are
talking 41 feet tall.
We should note that local opinion on
the mast was split. Some welcomed the
potential signal improvement, others
noted that a school was not an
appropriate place for the mast. We
should also note that phone signals in
the Wells area are not what they could
(or dare we say should?) be.
Local planning authorities got to work
quickly. On 5 March Wells City
Council recommended refusal – it was
a unanimous decision. On 9 March
Mendip District Council refused
permission, the case officer noting
“inadequate justification and evidence had
been provided to demonstrate that the
applicant has explored the possibility of
erecting antennas on an existing building,
mast or other structures with the aim
being to keep the number of radio and
telecommunications masts and the sites for
such installations to a minimum consistent
with the efficient operation of the
network.”
Best practice debate
Vodafone then lodged an appeal to the
Planning Inspectorate. That appeal was

allowed on 9 December. However the
Inspector, R. E Jones, appears in his
decision to note what best practice
should be on the one hand, and
completely ignore it with the other. In
the words of a statement from Wells
Cathedral School “In his report, the
inspector cites the Code of Best Practice on
Mobile Network Development in England,
which states that there should be
consultation with a school prior to the
submission of any application. The
inspector then goes on to say that although
this prior consultation did not happen, this
has not weighed heavily against the
proposal. We are shocked that best
practice has been ignored, that parents
have not been given the opportunity to
learn more about the proposal, and that
we have not had the chance to address
any concerns about siting a mast on school
grounds. As it stands, this whole process
feels undemocratic.”
Inspectors say “no”
And there, on the face of it, we would
feel forced to agree. Local resident,
Peter Welsh, who has campaigned
against the mast has other concerns.
Not least that it will set a precedent.
Permitting the mast could encourage
further applications on other school
sports grounds. We asked the Planning
Inspectorate for their view on the
decision. Their spokesperson told us

“When making their decision planning
inspectors give full consideration to the
comments and evidence submitted by
parties at the time of the appeal and take
account of current planning legislation,
policy and guidance. In his decision letter
the Inspector states that the school has
made detailed representations both at
application and appeal stage, while the
appellant has had an opportunity to
consider those replies. The Inspector gave
full consideration to those
representations.”
The Leveller says:
There is a difference between one side
expressing a view, another side
expressing a view, and a consultation.
In a consultation involved dialogue (well
it does if it is done properly), it allows a
conversation to take place and
alternatives to be found. As the MDC
officer noted, the problem here is not
just that a telecoms mast is going to be
put in a school playing field. The
problem is that the telecoms company
could not evidence that they had
looked for suitable alternatives in the
local area.
A proper consultation would have
allowed some dialogue between the
parties to explore other options.
The Planning Inspectorate have not
followed their own rules here. Their
explanation lacks conviction.

Saxonvale goes awry
New plans for Saxonvale were duly passed by Mendip District
Council (MDC) on 28 January, in the face of opposition from
two elected District Councillors from Frome, Frome
Chamber of Commerce, Frome Town Council and over 200
individual objections from Frome residents. Both Cllrs John
Clarke and Michael Dunk spoke on the proposals, pointing
out the more obvious flaws in the plans which have been put
together by developer, Acorn.
Of course most Frome residents want Saxonvale to be
redeveloped. It has been a boil on the face of the town for
the last 20 years. But wanting it to be developed is not the
same as wanting any old development from anyone.
The two main objections being raised to the current
proposals are the density of the
housing (and indirectly, the height of
some of the proposed units) and the
lack of affordable housing. MDC’s
local plan asks for 30% of housing to
be ‘affordable’. This plan for
Saxonvale, offered just 22.5%. In the
end members voted the plans
through. But that is not the whole
story.
The first issue with this meeting was
the fact that MDC is a landholder at
Saxonvale. So, to some extent or
other, councillors were voting for
their own planning application. The council told us “The
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Planning Board has no responsibility for the management of the
Council land at Saxonvale and is, therefore, legally empowered and
entitled to determine the planning application. This effectively
separates the Council’s regulatory role from that as landowner.”
Fair enough. Ish. But three members of the Planning Board
are members of the MDC cabinet: Ros Wyke (Council
Leader); Damon Hooton (Portfolio Holder for Development
Control and Enforcement - below left); and Garfield Kennedy
(Cabinet member for the Local Plan and Policy -below right).
That surely must be a problem. Again
we asked if this made a difference as
surely Cabinet members do have
more responsibility for the land, they
are part of the Administration after
all.
The MDC spokesperson told us “It is
acknowledged that a Member who has
been actively involved in championing a
proposal on behalf of the Council or
could reasonably be perceived to be
predetermined due to their role on the
Cabinet, should consider excluding
themselves from the Planning Board for
that item. Otherwise, it is a matter for each individual Member to
consider their role within the Council and whether they can
approach the determination of the application with an open
mind.”
Public denied platform

Local News - Towns
Ros Wyke sent a substitute. So that was fine. But Damon
Hooton chaired the meeting and Garfield Kennedy actively
participated, even proposing the motion which was eventually
passed. Then there was the meeting itself. With large numbers
of the public wanting to speak, a debate followed as to
whether the constitution should be suspended. The
constitution restricts the total amount of time that can be
allocated at council meetings for members of the public to
speak. The great irony here was that the debate took over 15
minutes. In that time, five members of the public could have
been allowed the standard three minutes to have their say.
In the end though, the officers advised that it was important
that the Planning Board should follow the exact letter of the
constitution. If they did not, warned the officers, the meeting
would be open to challenge. So, did the Planning Board follow
the exact letter of the constitution? No.
The next point is pedantic. We understand that in making it.
But it is important because the officers advised that the letter
of the constitution should be followed. The constitution,
section 15.5.3 stipulates “As soon as any meeting has lasted for
three hours the Chair will ask members to vote on whether to end
the meeting. There will be a short briefing from officers on
implications but no debate on whether the meeting should end. If
the vote is in favour of ending the meeting it will
end immediately or at such point as the meeting agrees.”
This did not happen. The meeting ran for three hours and 28
minutes (sorry we said this would be pedantic). The chair did
not call a vote on ending the meeting, or ask officers’ advice
on the matter. This raises the question as to whether the
meeting was in fact valid at all.
As only one decision was taken at the meeting, on the plans
for Saxonvale, is that decision actually valid?
Is it challengeable?
By their own rules of the game, on this occasion the Planning
Board failed. But more to the point, anyone who disagrees
with the decision reached by the board, can point to a breech
of the MDC Constitution and challenge the legality of the
decision.

Acorn’s vision for Saxonvale

They said
We asked MDC to comment on our article and gave them the
opportunity to question our conclusions.
Their response was odd, but here it is in full:
We have approached the developers Acorn Property Group, for a
response. They have given us this:
STATEMENT FROM ACORN PROPERTY GROUP
In excess of 900 residents attended consultation events in Jan and
Feb 2019, 95% of which were supportive of the principles for the
redevelopment. South West Design Review Panel (SWDRP), an
independent group of design specialist, chaired by internationally
renowned architect, Peter Clegg, supported the scheme and said
that the consultation was exemplary.

Norton Hillfort
Norton Fitzwarren Hillfort is one of the hidden archaeological
gems of Somerset
whose origins can
be traced back
more than 5,000
years. The hill fort
is a good example
of its type, although
agricultural use and
alteration of the
defences over the
centuries can make
its origins hard to
discern. The hollow
ways approaching it
are rare on a site of
this scale. The
earliest occupation
of the hill seems to
have been in the
Middle Bronze Age.
Enclosures from
that era in Britain
are very rare with
fewer than 10 known examples. The site was used during the
Iron Age and the Romano-British period.
Small excavations to date have revealed artefacts from the
Neolithic to the Romano-British periods. Aerial photographs
suggest that a concentration of enclosures and settlement
features is still present beneath the ground. Interestingly the
aerial photographs suggest the existence of a henge-type
monument 1km to the north. Local folklore has it that Norton
was a town of some importance before nearby Taunton came
into existence.
Bringing the past into the present
Somerset West & Taunton (SW&T) Council has now secured
significant funding from Historic England to begin a programme
of works to enhance both the archaeology and ecology of the
site. SW&T received funding in 2018 to acquire the site for
the public. The site is currently on Historic England’s Heritage
at Risk Register. A lot of work now needs to be done to
preserve the site and protect the archaeology that lies within
it.
The first phase of work to reverse many years of neglect is
already underway. Scrub clearance and tree management will
enable the site to be opened up for future use and to bring
the site back into good order.
Charlotte Russell, Heritage at Risk project officer for Historic
England South West, notes “Norton Fitzwarren Hillfort is a
remarkable monument with a bright new future. We know the fort
was important to generations of people throughout prehistory, and
it continues to inspire and intrigue us today.”
Discussions are being finalised in order to transfer the
archaeological management of the site to the South West
Heritage Trust (SWHT) who look after many similar sites in
Somerset with their specialist help and advice. They are also
the charity that run the County Museum in Taunton and the
Rural Life Museum in Glastonbury.
SWHT will work with Norton Fitzwarren Parish Council and
other groups to provide opportunities for the community to
celebrate the hill fort and become involved in projects
including the provision of open-air trails, wildflower meadows
and forest school activities.
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Gold for Wincanton River Group
2020 was a year none of us shall forget. The impact of COVID
19 has been felt by us all; individuals, families, businesses,
communities and so many other groups and organisations.
Despite the challenges of a worldwide pandemic we humans
have learnt to adapt. From the hardship positive stories
emerge. Community spirit and resilience, as they have so often
in the past, once again continued to be carried out in
abundance.
That was certainly the experience for the Community Action
to Transform the Cale Habitat or CATCH. The group’s
objective is to improve and maintain the habitat of the River
Cale in the Wincanton area, whilst encouraging a diverse,
natural balance of wildlife. Inevitably the necessary COVID 19
restrictions prevented them from carrying out many of their
usual tasks. However work continued as best it could on

Secret Service
It is not unusual for councils to have confidential items on
their agenda. From time to time things do crop up – a staff
matter, a tender or the like. What usually happens is at the
point of discussion the item is held behind closed doors (in
camera). Subsequently when decisions are reached, those
minutes are published. If they are not published, how can the
townsfolk see what councillors are doing with their taxes?
Chard Town Council is one of the larger councils in South
Somerset. It is unusual though, not for its size, but the
frequency with which it resorts to confidential items. Since
July 2020 (the website does not hold any older minutes
published – which it should by the way) every single meeting
has had at least one confidential item. And the minutes of
those confidential items have remained confidential; out of the
public gaze.
Confidential in Chard
Now, Chard Town Council usually holds one meeting a
month. But in November, December and January there have
been two. Which means in total 10 consecutive meetings have
had confidential items. Items whose
minutes have yet to see the light of day.
Some relate to staff issues. They may
well be the sort of items to be kept
confidential. But just because an item
relates to staff does not necessarily mean
it should be confidential.
And there is clearly a pattern here.
Regular confidential items involve staff
and or the clerk. If these items are
turning up as confidential; items with this
degree of regularity, it hints that there is something wrong.
And if there is a problem, residents and taxpayers should
expect to be told. They do not necessarily need to be told the
specifics, but they do have the right to know that there is a
problem.
One item that does keep cropping up is a “Confidential
Priority Plan Update Report”. It is hard to imagine why this is
properly confidential. How exactly can the council’s priorities
be regarded as confidential? Of course we cannot know if this
is reasonable or not, because not only is the detail hidden, but
so are the minutes recording what was decided.
Of course there is always a proper place for confidential
items. But as we produced this piece we were unable to
identify another council in Somerset who resorted to holding
items behind close doors as frequently as Chard do.
As we do, we offered Chard Town Council the chance to respond to
our article. They acknowledged the opportunity but declined to
make any comment.
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Balsam bashing

ensuring the local river Cale was well cared for, along with
much that lives and grows within the river habitat.
Careful planning, compliance with Government restrictions
and smart use of good Risk Management ensured that the
group were able to function.
Activities such as litter picks, Balsam bashing, kick sampling,
wildflower meadow management, digital mapping, website
development, online talks and participation in workshops, all
carried on more or less as usual. Of course larger public
events and fund raising events had to be put on hold.
In a year when the protection of our open spaces became
even more important that work mattered like never before.
The River Carey was kept in great condition for us all to
enjoy.
And the work of the group got some special recognition too.
It was with great pride that the work of C.A.T.C.H. was
recognised by the Wild Trout Trust (WTT), with official
accreditation as a ‘Trout in the Town Gold Level Chapter’.
C.A.T.C.H is one of only two urban river groups in the UK
who have achieved this level of recognition so far. It means
that we are officially recognised as part of the nationwide
Trout in the Town movement, and that we have reached high
levels of professionalism in aspects including community
engagement, governance, health and safety, as well as
delivering projects which benefit the river and local people
alike.
Trout in the Town is the Wild Trout Trust’s project to help
local communities look after their rivers in towns and cities
across the UK. It’s great to know that many of the rivers in
Britain’s towns and cities are now the cleanest they’ve been
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Gold for Wincanton River Group
2020 was a year none of us shall forget. The impact of COVID
19 has been felt by us all; individuals, families, businesses,
communities and so many other groups and organisations.
Despite the challenges of a worldwide pandemic we humans
have learnt to adapt. From the hardship positive stories
emerge. Community spirit and resilience, as they have so
often in the past, once again continued to be carried out in
abundance.
That was certainly the experience for the Community Action
to Transform the Cale Habitat or CATCH. The group’s
objective is to improve and maintain the habitat of the River
Cale in the Wincanton area, whilst encouraging a diverse,
natural balance of wildlife. Inevitably the necessary COVID 19
restrictions prevented them from carrying out many of their
usual tasks. However work continued as best it could on
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Brighter future for
Wells Skate Park
Four members of the public “attended” the January meeting of
Wells City Council to give an update on the state of the
skatepark. Adrian and Bev Smith circulated a report to
Councillors with plans for how things could be taken forward
Everyone seemed to be agreed that the current Wells Skate
Park is in desperate need of being updated.
However residents have been taking matters into their own
hands to get things done. A group of local residents have
formed a registered charity to manage the way forward. A
report was collated using data from a survey carried out with
local residents.
The aim is to move the skate park to a different site. Not least
because the lease on the land where the current skate park is
situated is shortly due to expire. Based on the feedback from
the survey, two main candidates are either the Recreation
Ground/Bishop’s Barn or the land opposite Morrison’s. As this
is going to be a matter of starting again from scratch, the
proposals will also involve upgrading the facilities. The new
site should not just accommodate skateboarders but also
other activities such as roller skating, bicycles, scooters,

possibly rock climbing, wall climbing & basketball.
With the site being planned to become larger and aimed at
providing a hub for families to visit, other facilities are now on
the menu. For instance a café and/or shop selling appropriate
skating gear, clothing).
Initially the group intend to start fund raising at grass roots
level. Using local events and approaching local businesses and
the lottery for grant funding. Obviously any kind of fund
raising from events would have to be put on hold until the
lockdown is eased.
There was unanimous support for this proposal from
Councillors. It was agreed for one or two Councillors to work
with the group to provide support and guidance as trustees.
There’ll be more updates as the project proceeds.

Frome sets precept at £1.8m
Frome Town Council has set a budget
for 2020/21 of £1,802,305. This will be
the largest town or parish council
spend in the Somerset County Council
area. The precept will be part of a
package to support total spending by
the council of £2,021,000. The balance
of the money is coming from the
town’s reserves and from income
earned from its activities. That said,
much of the income, things like room
hire, bar sales and equipment hire, will
depend on the current lockdown being
eased. Nearly half of the money to be
spend is in the form of administration
in some shape or form. £854,000 of the

spend of just over £2m will be on
central costs, of which £730,000 will go
on salaries, 18,500 on legal and
professional fees, 18,300 on IT support
and £17,600 on phones and broadband.
However another £35,000 in the
budget is a separate amount for
COVID 19 contingency. As we noted
above, the town council cannot predict
the impact on either its revenues, or of
course what it might have to spend to
support the local community if the
pandemic continues.
The council also has a pretty much
fixed annual outgoing in the form of
repayments on loans. Public Works

Loan Board loans, which have the
supreme virtue of being cheap money,
have been used to fund the Cheese and
Grain and purchasing the town hall.
The repayments this year amount to
just under £168,000.
The other big ticket item in the budget
is spending on the environment
programme. Frome is one of the few
councils to put its money where its
mouth is. Having declared a climate
emergency, the council is setting aside
£292,000 next year to spend on
environment related projects albeit
much of that, nearly £250,000 will go in
salaries.
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What price the truth?

So farewell Donald Trump
Whatever your views on the 45th President of the United
States, his tenure was certainly anything but dull. However,
he has departed leaving us with a major conundrum. What is
the truth?
The truth used to be a concept you could grasp. It has always
been the case that people would disagree as to exactly what
the truth was. But, broadly, facts could be agreed on –
subject to nuance and interpretation. More importantly, we
could agree on a method to get to the truth. A process,
some intellectual rigour, and an understanding of our source
material. The quality of the source gave a guarantee. It
guaranteed the integrity of the facts it reported.
Spinning the truth
Obviously this is no more. We may have largely dispensed
with religion, but when it comes to the truth, to the facts
that underpin what is happening around us, belief is now
more important than the integrity of the source. If Donald
Trump had his election stolen from him, then the fact that no
court, no Trump-appointed judge and no national newspaper
could discern any truth in his claims simply didn’t matter. You
just pop online to your favourite Facebook source who will
give you all the ‘facts’ you require to support your point of
view. It no longer matters that these are not facts. That they
are unresearched, unquantified and untested. It is a belief
system pure and simple.
We experienced a more subtle brand of this fakery in the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crash. The economic crisis
that followed was driven by falling tax revenues as business
was hit hard. The Conservatives won an election in 2010 by
telling us the opposite. It wasn’t falling tax revenues, it was
Labour spending. And they ran the message repeatedly. If a
Minister was invited for an interview about the Liverpool v
Everton derby match, he or she would still manage to bring in
the issue of Labour’s spending damaging the economy.
There is hardly anyone today that actually believes this
nonsense. Labour’s spending did not rise significantly in the
aftermath of the 2008 crash. But its income collapsed. That is
now pretty much accepted fact. But for the six years before
Brexit, enough people believed in the myth to deliver two
General Election victories to the Conservatives.
Concern about the truth, and how we read it, prompted the
creation of an organisation called Full Fact. This selfappointed arbiter of what is true and what is not is an
interesting beast. Full Fact is not appointed by government
decree. It simply believes it is better placed than the rest of
humanity to know what is wrong and what is right. A large
part of its funding is provided by Facebook. This is a fact that
Full Fact rarely mentions, and we have from time to time
written to remind it that the omission of this disclosure is
misleading, especially if writing about Facebook, or indeed its
hard copy newspaper rivals.
Lack of transparency
The issue of what is the truth is raising its head in all corners
of our country. It is here in Somerset too. Last month
Somerton & Frome MP David Warburton, made the decision
to vote against a national lockdown. He gave lengthy reasons
which we published online, along with a rebuttal from Sean
Dromgoole, Chair of the Somerton & Frome Constituency
Labour Party. Mr Warburton even attracted the attention of
Full Fact.
Now, a bit of full disclosure of our own. We do not agree
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with the way that Mr Warburton voted. However, we also
do not agree with some of Full Fact’s assessment of what he
said. Here is a good case in point. Mr Warburton claimed
that in the aftermath of the pandemic 200,000 non-COVIDrelated excess deaths are likely. Full Fact says no.
It cites for this the fact that a paper published by the ONS
actually contained this figure. It is an estimate. Then a few
months later they published another paper. The estimate had
fallen to 12,500. It did not occur to anyone at Full Fact to ask
this question. How reliable is an estimate of 12,500, when
just a few months ago the same organisation thought 200,000
was credible? These are not facts. They are estimates. They
appear to be highly unreliable estimates. It they were reliable,
they couldn’t possibly vary by so much over such a short
period of time. It is perfectly possible given the wide swings
in the estimates published by the ONS, that the next report
by them may suggest a number of 400,000 for non-COVIDrelated excess deaths.
If Mr Warburton was guilty of picking an estimate that suited
his narrative, Full Fact was just as guilty of doing the same.
The only fact we can really claim about COVID-19 is that we
are (still) not in possession of the facts. And that Full Fact, is
apparently unable to distinguish between an estimate or a
hard fact.
Who polices the truth-tellers?
Elsewhere, the practice of asserting something as the truth in
the face of all evidence to the contrary has cropped up in
local government in Somerset. Let us take an example we
reported on last year. A member of the public asked South
Somerset District Council (SSDC) to see all the agendas and
minutes of meetings relating to the cross council discussions
on the Future of Local Government in Somerset (FoLGIS).
The question was asked on 19 August. On 18 October, long
after the required deadline for answering a Freedom of
Information request, they responded “There are no formal
meetings and therefore no agenda or minutes.” Was this true?
Well all we can say is that we are in possession of several
documents headed with things like “FOLGIS Chief Executives
Meeting – Agenda”. SSDC will tell you that we are not telling
the truth. Dear Reader, we can only leave that to your
judgement.
I don’t know
Meanwhile the problem for any newspaper or news source in
this Brave New World in which we exist was neatly summed
up by our landlord and glassblower extraordinaire, Will
Shakspeare. He simply asked me this. “How can I know that
The Leveller® is telling the truth any more or less than anybody
else?”
And I struggle to answer that. The best answer is always that
we have readers and respect from people across the political
spectrum. That we annoy all people equally. That we are
prepared to accept and acknowledge in print if we get
something wrong. But these are well rehearsed answers. This
is a genuine conundrum for an independent newspaper
without a party line to toe.
We think we have the truth for you. But we cannot help
those who wish to retreat to an echo chamber where they
can hear the fictions they wish to believe in repeated
endlessly back to them. Donald Trump has given them
credibility. Perhaps what we need is not a self-appointed fact
agency but an appointed prosecutor prepared to test in court
the truth or otherwise as printed or otherwise published?
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The Left Page by Leigh Redman

This month we asked our political commentators about adult
social care. Having watched the crisis in our care homes
unfold during the pandemic, it is obvious the status quo will
not do.
Private care homes don’t get enough from the state to pay for
patients. Local authority homes are insufficient in number.
COVID 19 has shown us we cannot keep kicking the can
down the road which is what political parties of all colours
have done for the last decade.
So what should we do?
Whether at a National or Somerset level?
Is it time for the NHS to take over social care so we get a
joined up service?
Let’s see what they have to say….

How can we make care homes work?
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I think there is cross party agreement that the current system
of private/local authority care homes is in need of review. The
Covid pandemic has highlighted a number of problem areas,
but the same pandemic has highlighted the importance of how
we care for our old or those in need. The last few months has
shown how amazing local authority and more importantly our
care workers are to society. Don’t forget that care is provided
in a number of way, care homes are just one part of the
system. I don’t think you can ask this question without
opening it up to include health and social care, and in
Somerset our demand for care is only going to increase.
Somerset has a higher than average older population, 10.4% of
the population is over 75 years of age compared to 7.8% in
England. Over the next 10 years the Somerset population is
expected to grow by 12%. The largest increase is going to be
people over the age of 75, where it is expected there will be
an increase of around 80%. Somerset’s ageing population will
pose on-going challenges for health, social care and housing
providers.
Independent
Most people want to stay living independently for as long as
possible and have strong emotional ties to their
neighbourhoods. Having the right kind of accommodation in
the right place is one of the major factors that determine our
ability to maintain independence, particularly as we get older.
In line with population changes, the proportion of people living
with a long-term condition will increase. The number of
people over 85 years of age living with a limiting long-term
illness is predicted to increase.
I think we have to develop a care system that is a norm rather
than a requirement, we need to find a way to get communities
involved in how we care for people as the need for care
increases.
If one thing has become clear over this pandemic, it is the fact
that we are communicating more, we are checking on our
neighbours, running simple errands that help all of us, just a
simple shout out every couple days, makes a difference, doing
a shopping run or picking up prescriptions. This is the start of
a caring community that will help keep us in the community as
we grow older. Why do we not expect all new homes to be
accessible? Why are we not expecting as a norm one and two
bed properties to be built alongside the family homes? This
will help people stay local.
Working together
We need an Accountable Care System for Somerset, we need
to have all partners working together to provide the best care
system for all. We need to
work with old and young to
bring together a better care
system, we need to reverse,
the corrupt, privatisation of
our NHS and return our
health service into expert
public control. I fully believe
that we need to repeal the
Health and Social Care Act
that puts profits before
patients and make the NHS
the preferred provider for
ALL so that we can build a
better caring community for
all of us so that we can look
forward to getting old.
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The Right Page by David Warburton
The issue of how to address social care has been a problem
that has bedevilled – and seemingly – defeated successive
governments.
So proverbially intractable has this puzzle seemed, it brings to
mind Palmerston’s verdict on the Schleswig-Holstein question –
“so complicated that only three men have ever understood it.
One is dead. One became mad. I’m the third and I have
forgotten all about it”.
Having recently served as the Chair of the All-Party
Parliamentary Group for Adult Social Care, I had the privilege
of acting as a conduit between key representatives from the
care home sector and government – ensuring that national
policy and supply chains were as responsive as possible to
those caring for the most vulnerable.
I know at first-hand how the pandemic has exposed, rather
than created, stresses with which social care has been coping
for some time.
Severity
In December, the Government recognised the severity of the
situation in the social care sector, providing an additional £149
million to facilitate the rapid testing of staff and ease the
problems that have left many care home residents without the
solace of seeing family and friends. And only last week, we saw
the purse strings loosen a little more and a further £120 million
provided to increase staffing levels. This was in response to a
direct ask from the sector and does, I hope, signal a permanent
cultural shift that will survive the pandemic. This model – of the
Government and the sector seeing one another as partners
rather than intermittent adversaries – is critical if we are to
safeguard the future of adult social care across the country, and
in our part of Somerset.
But there’s no denying that care homes do face significant
challenges. Their staff are being asked to perform myriad new
tasks to ensure residents’ safety while continuing to provide
(often round-the-clock) care. And occupancy rates in care
homes are at an all-time low, imposing significant economic
pressure on those who own and operate them. And given the
demographic projections, we can be certain that the strain on
the sector will only increase in the years ahead.
Measures
But there are measures we can take to mitigate these risks.
Firstly, we have to bring adult social care in line with the NHS
– ensuring parity of esteem, extending the tax incentives
enjoyed by NHS staff to their counterparts in the care sector.
We can start funding the adult social care sector in a way that
takes into account uplifts in the National Minimum Wage. And,
perhaps most importantly,
we should ensure that
those bodies which coordinate and lend
coherence to the sector as
a whole are adequately
funded.
This will not only give value
to those working in adult
social care, but will also
enable the Government to
anticipate and manage
issues which threaten to
imperil the wellbeing of
those who do need care.
That’s our parents,
grandparents and,
eventually, ourselves too.
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we have fared as badly as everywhere else in the country.
Employment landscape decimated
To put some meat on the bones here, the simple fact is that
the number of unemployed in four of the five Parliamentary
constituencies of Somerset has more than doubled since the
start of the pandemic in March 2020. In Bridgwater, perhaps
helped by the fact that Hinkley C construction has carried on
throughout the pandemic, it has risen by a mere 85%!
Worst hit of all has been Somerton & Frome which has seen
unemployment rise by 147%. It is worth remembering that the
average for the UK as a whole has been for a 107% increase in
unemployment. That puts the same four constituencies as
having well above the average rise in unemployment. The
exact figures (taken from the House of Commons Library
report of 15 December 2020) are below:

MP for Somerton & Frome, David Warburton, told The
Leveller®: “I’d say that these are terribly worrying numbers. Each is
not just a statistic but is the disappearance of work for someone:
their livelihood threatened, sometimes their home at risk. An
uncertain future suddenly in front of them. This is the kind of
devastation which Covid – the lockdowns which have been imposed
to contain the virus – has so far caused. I’ll certainly be doing all I
can across the constituency to get people back on their feet as we
find our way out of this appalling crisis.”
Inevitably it is private sector businesses that have borne the
brunt of things. Public services have generally been needed
more than ever through the pandemic. The two constituencies
that have the lowest increases in unemployment, Taunton
Deane and Bridgwater and West Somerset also have the
highest number of public sector employees. These tend to be
the sectors most insulated against unemployment. In Taunton
14,000 employees, 25% of the workforce, are public sector,
while in Bridgwater it is 8,000 employees or 9% of the
workforce.
Public sector employment in either Taunton or Bridgwater
could have been further enhanced last month. Unfortunately
Rebecca Pow, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, instead chose
Worcester as “an excellent location for the headquarters of the
Office of Environment Protection (OEP) allowing it to have a long
term home that will attract the best staff.”
It probably would not have done for the Minister to promote
siting the new facility in her own constituency. However there
was little ethically to prevent her from offering the OEP to
Bridgwater. A town that knows a lot about flooding, water
management and environment protection issues in general.
Indeed it overlooks a massive bird sanctuary on the Steart
Peninsular.
Nationally the government has been trying to introduce
schemes to encourage employers. On 27 January it was
announced that employers could apply for a £1000 cash boost
to help them take on new trainees. The new scheme will
support young people to gain the skills and experience they
need from the very start, helping them to get a job, an
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apprenticeship, or pursue further study. The cash boost is
available until 31 July 2021.
Indeed just as we were going to print the House of Commons
Library produced an updated paper that showed the number
of people on furlough in the region. This is not broken down
by constituency but the total for the South West was 160,000.
The figure quoted was for furloughed staff as at the end of
November 2020. These are workers who may be employed
for now, but ,may have a very difficult future ahead of them
once the furlough scheme ends. Currently that is planned for
the end of March.
We can only expect another wave of unemployment to come
crashing down on figures that are already eye-wateringly high.
Long-term economic plan needed
While every little helps, the Government is between a rock
and a hard place. With so many U-turns over lockdowns, off
one minute, back on the next, it is hard for business to have
confidence in knowing when the country is actually open for
business again. Let’s rewind a couple of months. Why take on
a new trainee having been told there will be no lockdown in
November, only to discover a week later there would indeed
be a lockdown. You simply can’t plan to do business like that.
Let me be clear. The Leveller® is not against lockdowns,
especially when all the medical advice agrees they can help.
But dithering and changes of mind at the last minute are simply
not helpful. And the past 12 months has seen too many
instances of that. That is not just our view. Dr Adam Marshall,
Director General of the British Chambers of Commerce
(BCC) told local firms last month “the current stop-start
restrictions and stop-start business support was causing companies
real problems.” He also noted that Government needed a
coherent long-term economic plan.
We asked Stephen Henagulph, Chief Executive of Somerset
Chamber of Commerce, what he thought the prospects were
locally. He told us: “Somerset Chamber is continuing to work with
the wider Chamber network and the (BCC) to ensure the necessary
support is available for businesses to weather the current economic
storm and the knock-on impact that is having on jobs. While a
number of schemes have been introduced, such as incentives for
businesses to employ an apprentice and the extension of furlough
to retain current staff, we support the BCC’s call for a long-term,
co-ordinated approach to business support, rather than the current
‘drip-feed’ of packages.
Any immediate cash support to help businesses and, in turn,
employees, is to be welcomed, but many firms don’t qualify for the
schemes that are available.
The Government needs to publish a clear support package for the
whole of 2021 and a longer-term business plan beyond that. This is
the only way businesses are going to be able to survive and protect
existing jobs in the short-term and then plan for future growth and
investment and job creation in the longer-term.”
Ripple effects
It is hard to argue with any of that. But unemployment has
other impacts too beyond the simply economic. There has
been a lot of talk during the pandemic of the mental health
issues. That might be stress on business owners whose
businesses are hanging on by a thread, or mental health issues
for employees who have lost their jobs. At the very time
when mental health beds in Somerset are at their lowest levels
for decades. The Clinical Commissioning Group are, as you’ll
read elsewhere, talking of moving beds from Wells to Yeovil.
But only maintaining the numbers, there is no question of
increasing them.
Elsewhere ONS figures released through the NHS showed
that across Somerset, the drug poisoning mortality rate has
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risen from 84 to 108; a 28% rise over six years. Spikes have
been reported in Somerset West and Taunton where the
drug death count rose from 22 to 38 over six years and
South Somerset, from 25 to 36. These issues were of course
well entrenched before the pandemic. Our point is that as
unemployment grows, they are likely to get much worse. At
the same time the drugs and alcohol service, once provided
by the NHS but these days run by charity Turning Point and
funded by the County Council has had funding levels
reduced:
2016/17 £5,131,700
2017/18 £4,760,000
2018/19 £4,591,700
It raises yet another question about the way we handle
medical issues in this country. Again you’ll find discussion in
this edition on what to do with social care. Surely it’s now
time to bring medical and social care under one roof and
fund it properly.
Lacking Vision
Government has managed to help the economy survive over
the past 12 months. Just. But everything cannot be
mothballed indefinitely. There is, as yet, a genuine lack of
understanding of the economic and health impacts of putting
British business into hibernation for a year.
We hope that the Chancellor will make his plans clear in the
budget next month. That needs to include a government
roadmap that takes the economy from intensive care to
relative health again. And that means more financial support
to help businesses and help employment.
We have yet to see the real consequences of long-term
unemployment. That won’t kick in until the furlough scheme
ends in March. What we can say is that locally or nationally
we are not prepared for the consequences.
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You are welcome – sometimes
We are used to reporting on the way District and County
Councils conduct their business. But these days with nearly
all meetings taking place via Zoom we are able to ‘get around’
much more than we used to. Getting to grips with holding
meetings on Zoom has been a challenge for many of our
Parish and Town councils. Unlike their wealthier cousins in
District and County, they have fewer resources – both
financial and staff – to devote to dealing with the issues that
arise with remote meetings.
Some record the meetings so there is a good record of what
happened. The recordings can be stored on a YouTube
channel. Good examples of this are the channels provided by
Chard Town Council, Bridgwater Town Council and Frome
Town Council. Yeovil Town Council obviously had the same
thought. They created a YouTube channel but only have the
Remembrance Service on it. Others, Shepton Mallet,
Wincanton, Ilminster, Burnham, Wellington to name but a
few, don’t. Which is a shame as a YouTube channel can be
had for free and is a popular way of accessing video
recordings.
Open to the public?
Of course it is a learning exercise. But in some of our town
councils the arrival of Zoom meetings seems to have been
accompanied by a few changes in the way the meetings are
conducted. In particular the way in which the public can
participate. Not all of which should be welcomed.
Traditionally, most councils allow 15 minutes for members of
the public to have their say; anyone can have up to three
minutes to speak. It is usually understood this can be on any
subject, but if the item is not on the agenda, a response
cannot be given to the member of the public. So far so good.
So what do our councils do?
Most councils do ask nothing more
than that those who want to ask a question submit their
details a day in advance of the meeting. This is a practical
point. It enables the clerk to ensure they have access to the
meeting and can be allowed to speak when it is their turn.
Axbridge, Chard, Crewkerne, Bridgwater, Burnham,
Cheddar, Minehead, Shepton Mallet, Street, Wellington and
Wells simply ask for this, but in all other respects public
participation can go ahead as it did before the pandemic
arrived. In other words this is business as usual.
In Somerton there are few restrictions but even before the
pandemic, they insisted that members of the public may only
make comments or contributions about items on the agenda.
They’ve even altered their standing orders to make this a
requirement of their meetings.
In Wincanton there are also few restrictions. However it is
an indication of how fractious local politics have become in

the town, that members of the public need to be told “not to
verbally abuse or harass a member of the Council.”
Glastonbury has a filtering system. Three-minute slots of
public participation are made available. “Spaces are to be
booked through the Town Clerk in advance of the meeting.
Applicants will be advised if their subject matter can be dealt with
through an enquiry to the Town Hall, Information Centre or if it
falls outside of the remit of the Town Council.” Presumably in the
case of the latter you don’t get to speak. You are not
required to submit your contribution in writing, but clearly
the town clerk has the opportunity to filter contributions
from the public in a way which would not have been possible
prior to the era of Zoom meetings. It is a development which
is, we suggest, not desirable although we accept that it is well
intentioned to keep questions relevant.
Limiting freedom of speech
However at both Yeovil and Langport that requirement is
taken further. These councils insist that the question or
contribution by the member of the public must be submitted
in writing before the meeting. This is something required by
County Council for their public participation sessions. It is
not at all clear why it is necessary for councillors to see the
questions in advance of the meeting, it is certainly not
necessary and it has not been required in the past. It is as if
these councils are looking to increase their control over
public participation. Could this lead to that person being
prevented from speaking if the council do not like what they
intend to say? We should note that we are not aware of this
ever having happened at the town council meetings of Yeovil
or Langport. That said a brief trawl through the Yeovil Town
Council minutes since lockdown revealed just a single public
comment has been recorded in the last 9 months. If the idea
wasn’t to scare the public off, it certainly doesn’t seem to be
working.
Wiveliscombe appear to have gone one step further. Here
public participation is simply banned. Instead questions
submitted to the Clerk 24 hours prior to the start of the
meeting will be read out. However, the town council do
graciously allow the Clerk to send a link to those that wish to
observe the meeting!
Of course, just because a council requires you to submit your
contribution in writing before a meeting, does not mean it is
restricting the public from participating. At least not
necessarily. We are not aware of any instances of this control
over access being abused. It does give an opportunity for
censorship that is open to misuse, however. It is therefore,
we suggest, a retrograde step in encouraging and enabling
local democracy at a grass roots level.

Greens start to oppose
One of the problems with the 2019 elections for Mendip
District Council (MDC) was that it left the council without an
effective opposition. The result which gave the LibDems the
largest number of councillors saw the Conservatives and
Greens with 10 councillors each sharing the role of
opposition.
The problem being that the Greens and LibDems having
successfully won seats by not standing against each other,
found themselves locked into a post-election position where
it was hard for them to disagree with each other. Certainly
that’s how it looks from Leveller® Towers.
Now we are all in favour of consensus in local government.
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Shouty arguments for the sake of posturing and
oneupmanship are far too common. But there is still a need
for an effective opposition. A force to not necessarily oppose
everything, but to scrutinise and question, to force debate
and make the ruling party think a little harder than it might
have done on controversial issues.
Up until very recently the Greens haven’t really performed
that function. Most recently with the announcement that
social housing was being built by MDC for the first time in a
generation. Of the 131 homes to be built, just 17 are planned
to be to Passivhaus (Carbon Neutral) standards. And yet
MDC has committed to be carbon neutral by 2030. So, if not
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now, at some point these homes will need to be ‘retro-fitted’
to make them carbon neutral. Bizarrely there was no voice of
dissent from the Green Party on this. Not the first time that
the opportunity to ask for carbon-neutral housing has been
missed. This however is the past.
Greens make a stand
Now we may be seeing a real change in direction. Last month
The Greens broke with the LibDems over their support for
Somerset’s Economic Recovery Plan. “an action plan focused on
supporting the recovery is essential, we must recognise that the
Coronavirus has also highlighted the need for good air quality, and
access to green spaces. It is imperative therefore that work
delivering tree planting, preventing pollution, providing safe walking
and cycling routes and installing electric vehicle charging points
continues as a priority.
To adopt the Somerset Recovery and Growth Plan in its
current form which contains such undermining proposals as
supporting freeports (places to facilitate tax avoidance),
extensive road building, and focus on further nuclear
development will not deliver the greener, fairer Mendip that
we were promised. As members of the Green Party, we
challenge the assumption that any recovery will follow a
‘Business as Usual’ scenario and instead should focus on
developing a Green Economy. We cannot continue to abuse
nature and the Earth's resources.
The Green Party will make a response to the Economic plan
identifying an alternative approach.”
We are not saying that the LibDems are entirely wrong in
their approach here. Merely welcoming the fact that with the
Greens starting to bare their teeth there will at least be a
more substantial debate before deciding the way forward.
Something we should all surely welcome. Good debate nearly
always makes for better decisions.
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Fight to save mental health beds
The Somerset Clinical Commissioning
Group (CCG) announced the decision
to move adult mental health beds from
St Andrews Ward in Wells to Yeovil at
a meeting on 24 September. There
would be no loss of beds under the
plan; the same number of new beds
would be created in Yeovil. However,
it would dramatically reduce the mental
health services available in Wells.
And now? The campaign against the
closure of St Andrews Ward in Wells
gathers pace. Although COVID-19
makes any kind of campaign difficult,
Emma King of Glastonbury is carrying
on. A petition against the closure has
gathered over 1,700 names. It will run
until March 2021 and Emma is now
taking her campaign to the towns
around Somerset.
The decision followed an extensive and,
as it turns out, largely pointless
consultation exercise. Too often these
are exercises not in finding out what
the public want, but creating
justifications for ignoring what the
public want. In this case 53% of
respondents were opposed to the
move. However the review of the
consultation concluded that as a
disproportionately high number of
respondents were from the Wells area,
and as they voted overwhelmingly
against the closure, their views could
be discounted. As it was a Wells ward
that was proposed for closure, it

cannot have come as a surprise that the
majority of respondents were:
a) from Wells
b) against the closure
So, to dismiss the results because of
those facts raises questions about the
sincerity of the whole consultation
process. It is worth noting the CCG
had managed to get just over 500
responses to their consultation
process. Emma King has had more than
three times that number sign her
petition.
Site set to be up for sale?
The St Andrews site also contains
Phoenix Ward, a mental health ward
which was mothballed just after being
fully refurbished over a decade ago.
Since then that equipment has been left
to gather dust. It is probably unusable
by now. When the CCG ask for funds
for step up/step down beds (see below)
we would only observe that if this sort
of waste didn’t happen, there would be
more funds available locally. The
closure of St Andrews Ward would
leave the St Andrews site with no
mental health beds. Campaigners
against the closure say the plan is to
sell the site to a developer to raise
funds.
Meanwhile Emma, who presented to
Langport Town Council last month and
has plans to get to Glastonbury and
Shepton too believes COVID-19 makes
it even more important to save the
ward. She told The Leveller® “it will leave

a legacy of a mental health crisis. People
on the wards need support from friends
and families, especially when they are
allowed back into the community for brief
stays. That won’t happen if they are too
far away.”
Unmoved
Meanwhile the Somerset CCG, in
coming to its decision, noted “the CCG
should work with the Somerset NHS
Foundation Trust and other partners to:
Ensure that local community based
services are available in the Wells area
(and across the whole county) to support
the transition of patients from inpatient
units back into their local networks. These
may include but not be limited to step
up/step down beds. As far as the step
up/step* down beds are concerned they
are currently funded until March 2021,
but a bid has been put in nationally for
longer term capital and revenue funding
for the service. There is system agreement
that if their effectiveness is confirmed they
should be prioritised within our longer term
commissioning plans. The beds currently in
place are at both Yeovil and Wells; should
there be a requirement to reduce numbers
retaining the Wells beds should be
prioritised.”
* This is another name for short stay
beds usually available for up to 6 weeks
If you want to sign Emma King’s petition
against the closure of St Andrews Ward,
you can find it at Change.Org Save St
Andrew's Ward, Wells, from closure.

When is an audit not an audit?
Some time ago in trawling through the Somerset County
Council (SCC) audit papers, we found something interesting.
I know that the idea of audit papers being interesting is a hard
concept to follow.
Nevertheless the papers suggested that an audit
of SCC’s Highways Department had revealed
some concerns.
There are two basic audit types. There is
external audit, this is the checking of the
financial statements produced by an
organisation at the end of the year. Auditors
give an opinion on lots of things, but mainly if
the accounts show a true and fair view.
Then there is internal audit. Internal audit looks
at the management of a business, the way
transactions are processed and looks at the
controls in place to stop things from going
wrong. This is usually an ongoing process
throughout the year. Some big organisations have their own
internal audit teams. But many consider best practice is to
use an external firm, who might be seen as more neutral in
their approach and assessment of how things are going.
At SCC the internal auditors are called SWAP. They report
on their audits and if there are items of concern, they grade
those findings as Priority 1, 2 and 3 according to how serious
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they are.
So back to SCC’s Highways Department and the audit of
their processes. This particular audit had three findings
graded as priority 1. So you’d assume this would go to audit
committee for discussion?
A third way
But no. This was when we discovered that SCC
have a third kind of audit called an “Advisory
Audit”. According to SWAP, this is not for public
consumption. A new one on your humble
correspondent who spent too many years toiling as
an auditor. It is a review requested by management.
It should therefore, according to SWAP, be treated
as confidential. Why should any audit, paid for by
the public purse remember, be treated as
confidential? Why should it not come to the Audit
Committee for public scrutiny?
Especially as there were three major issues
identified. Including an attempt by a contractor to get paid
£361k that had already been paid. The Highways Department
have a contract with Skanska to carry out a whole variety of
works across the year. It is worth around £30m to Skanska.
So a pretty large contract. And it was Skanska who had
apparently tried to claim £361k in contract payments that had
already been paid previously.
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Something that Ian Liddell Grainger got hold of and raised in
Parliament. In fact what he actually got hold of, was the
wrong end of the stick. He claimed that “at the moment, the
council has overpaid by more than £300,000 and probably a great
deal more.” What we learned in the audit committee was that
although the contractor had attempted to get payment of
£361k, SCC systems had prevented the money being paid.
Detail is sometimes important.
He has a point
That does not mean that Mr Liddell Grainger does not have a
point.
The Chair of the Audit Committee, Mike Lewis (pictured
opposite), agreed that this was of public interest. So even as
SWAP were trying to say the audit was not for public
consumption, Cllr Lewis insisted otherwise. It would be
brought to audit committee. It would be discussed. And the
full report would be available to public scrutiny. If only more
chairs of audit committees were equally robust.
As mentioned above, as a result we learned that no duplicate
payment had been made, although it was asked for. But that
was not the whole story. As councillor Mike Rigby pointed
out, a total of £4m of negative payments to Skanska had been
recorded. What is a negative payment? The officers could not
give an answer on the hoof, but more is promised on this in
time for the next committee meeting. However the fact is
that over the last 3 years £4,283,000 of negative payments
have been made to Skanska. Something that should surely be
understood.
Behind Mike Rigby’s question is an implication. And that is
that overpayments have been made in the past. And that
these negative payments are effectively a method by which
the books are squared away?

Cllr Liz Leyshon also wanted to make a proposal. That in
future any of these so called “Advisory Audits” that had a
priority 1 finding, should come to audit committee.
Unfortunately this became political, so 5 Conservatives voted
against and the 3 others voted for. The committee did agree
to have more training on internal audit matters before the
next meeting.
All credit to Committee Chair Mike Lewis though. His final
thoughts were these: “I want this to be considered during the
training and to bring Liz’s proposition
back to the next Audit Committee.”
However Cllr Mike Rigby
(pictured below left) did not feel
the debate had gone well. He told
The Leveller® “I am astonished
that any member of the Audit
Committee would vote against a very
sensible proposal to automatically see
reports where major service failures
have been identified. The
Conservatives appear to have been
whipped to vote against. Why would
they do that? What do they think
their role on the Audit Committee is?
Or maybe they’re just trying to kick
this awkward issue beyond May, in
case there are elections? Given that I
didn’t get an answer to my question
about apparent Skanska payments to
SCC, maybe there is worse to see
under the bonnet.”
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(Not so) environmentally friendly

The quarrymen part 2

The Department of the Environment has been putting out a lot
of press releases of late. The Minister, Rebecca Pow, is keen to
burnish the government’s green credentials.
On 15 November last year she noted in writing “The UK is
committed to the adoption of ambitious post 2020 biodiversity targets that will address the destruction of ecosystems as a driver of
biodiversity loss and a contribution to the emergence of zoonotic
diseases.” More recently, on 13 January, in a written answer to
a question from Virendra Sharma, Labour MP for Ealing &
Southall about environmental protections, Ms Pow explained
“The Government is committed to leaving the environment in a better state than we found it and has been clear that we will realise the
benefits of leaving the EU, including implementing new ways of delivering better levels of environmental protection.”
Disappointing
So it was disappointing when on 13 January the government
agreed that a pesticide could be used on a temporary basis to
treat sugar beet. The pesticide contains neonicotinoids, which
are poisonous to some birds, mammals and invertebrates. It is
also known to kill bees. Ironically, given the Minister’s statement about leaving the EU, this will give us worse environmental standards. The pesticide is banned by the EU.
Somerset West & Taunton councillor Dixie Darch tried to
drum up local support for getting the use of the pesticide
banned. She said “We are in the midst of an ecological emergency
with massive losses in the insect and pollinator populations. I am
asking Rebecca Pow to challenge the decision to authorise farmers
to use this product containing neonicotinoids to treat sugar beet
seed.” The Minister did not feel able to oblige.

A meeting of Somerset County Council (SCC)’s Regulation
Committee rejected an application to re-open Bartlett’s
Quarry last month. The quarry is located just over 600 metres
from the village of Nunney. Under the current agreed
arrangements, this quarry could not be opened until Torr
Works quarry is exhausted. However, Aggregate Industries
applied to the council to re-open the quarry. The justification
was that they needed to be able to meet demand in the south
east, notably, for the controversial HS2 rail link.
The Committee, comprising eight County Councillors,
considered the economic benefits of the proposal. The
unanimous conclusion of the five Conservatives, two LibDems
and one Green, was not to approve the application. They
noted that Aggregate Industries “had not provided sufficient
justification for
running both Torr
and Bartlett’s
Quarries in
tandem.”
More than 100
objections by
local residents
were logged.
County
Councillors
John Clarke (who was also a member of the Regulation
Committee) and Martin Dimery had objected. They represent
Frome West and Frome East respectively. Michael Gay,
Mendip District Councillor for the neighbouring Postlebury
Ward also objected to the development.
John Clarke, the Green Party representative on the Regulation
Committee pointed out: “The condition that was put in place in
2020 referred to the unacceptable adverse impact on human
health and on the natural environment. Aside from Aggregate
Industries stating about HS2, we haven’t seen any evidence of
additional market pressures. I don’t think there’s been adequate
transparency about higher demand. In my view there has been no
material change since 2020 when the condition to restrict
simultaneous extraction from Torr and other AI quarries was
agreed.”
Batts
Meanwhile over at Batts Lane in Long Sutton, patience is a
virtue. Despite strong local opposition to the plans, a decision
is yet to be taken. The Leveller® counted in excess of 110
objections logged on the SCC website. Even so, planning right
across the Levels area of Somerset is now more or less on
hold. This follows a letter from Natural England about the
amount of phosphates leaching into the waterways. Following
a Dutch legal case on a similar issue, Natural England warn
that similar action could be taken if planning proceeds. For
now no planning is being progressed in the catchment areas
that drain in the Levels. All four District Councils have written
to Whitehall to ask what they must do, or what measures
they can insist on, to allow planning to continue. And SCC, the
planning authority for quarries and minerals, is also affected.
Which is lucky for the residents of Long Sutton, because
South Somerset District Council have indicated they do not
object to the plans.
For now the issue of phosphates appears to be stopping the
Batts Lane site from proceeding. And, given that ground water
is a controversial issue in this application, it is unlikely to
change anytime soon. Despite being lodged as an application in
the summer of last year, there is to date no officer’s report or
recommendation for SCC to consider.

Crown Mistakes?
Regular readers may recall the exposé we did last year with
investigative journalist Simon Trump. We looked into the
circumstances under which land previously owned by the
Crown Estate, just outside Taunton, had been sold to Taylor
Wimpey.
The transaction saw the land, known as the Orchard Portman
Estate, sold pretty much for its agricultural value without any
uplift. This is unusual. When selling land to a developer, it is
reasonable to expect the land will be developed. And
development land is worth an awful lot more than agricultural
land. Therefore, it is usual to have a clause that gives the
organisation selling the land, a share in any uplift if the land is
approved for development after the sale.
As the Crown Estate is effectively the taxpayer, the loss of a
very considerable sum of money is a matter of public interest.
The Leveller® is now aware of two investigations that are
taking place.
Investigations
The Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) are
investigating the role of Savills. The upmarket agent advised
Crown Estates on the sale, and subsequently acted for Taylor
Wimpey in trying to get planning for the land they bought. In a
statement to us, Savills denied any wrongdoing and explained
this sort of arrangement was quite normal. We wait to see if
RICS agree.
Separately, we are now aware of an internal investigation by
Crown Estates. In correspondence seen by The Leveller®
David Lewy, Head of Stakeholder & Public Affairs at Crown
Estates confirmed that a review has been commissioned into
the land sale at Taunton. The findings are expected to be
reported back during the course of February.
We wait with bated breath.
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Not all animals are equal
Until such time as the Westminster Government decrees
otherwise, planning decisions in Somerset are taken by our
District Councils. The actual recommendation for any
planning application is made by one of the council officers in
the planning team. However for larger, controversial or
complicated applications, the decision will be made in
consultation with at least the local elected councillor. Often it
will be taken to the planning committee, a group of elected
councillors who make the final decision. Each council gives
the committee a different name, just to confuse matters, but
broadly they work in the same way.
During the month of January Sedgemoor held their
Development Committee on 12 January. Somerset West &
Taunton held their Planning Committee on 14 January.
Mendip held their Planning Board on 28 January. So far, so
normal. South Somerset District Council (SSDC) have four
Area Committees to do the same work. However, all their
meetings for January and February were suddenly cancelled at
the start of the month.
Their spokesperson told The Leveller® “No major applications
were due to be discussed at the January and February meetings.
To confirm, these meetings have been cancelled to help support
South Somerset District Council and its officers to support the vital
roll-out of the vaccination programme and COVID-19 grants.
Applications which would ordinarily have been decided
through delegated authority will continue in this manner. If
decisions outside of the scheme of delegation do need to be
urgently made, they will be made under the delegated
authority agreed by the Council – this is by the Chief
Executive in consultation with relevant Members and

considering the comments of officers, residents and statutory
consultees.
The decision to cancel meetings was made by the Leader of the
council in consultation with Area chairs and the Chief Executive.”
While supporting the COVID-19 effort can only be
commendable, SSDC managed to allow other meetings to go
ahead. In fact all the other scheduled meetings (District
Executive, Full Council or Scrutiny) went ahead, only planning
was cancelled. And, while planning is something that affects
the everyday life of taxpayers, something they do see as
important, the main item under consideration at the District
Council Executive was the project to rebuild the Octagon
Theatre. This really could have been delayed a couple of
months without serious consequences.
In the end it is all about priorities. COVID-19 responses are
the number-one priority. But one wonders whether the
Octagon really needed to take priority over planning if
resources were that scarce. And one can only wonder how
SSDC were unable to accommodate planning meetings, when
other districts also redeploying staff for COVID-19 support
were able to run theirs?
Positive
On a more positive note there has been considerable effort
from our various councils to redeploy staff to help with the
vaccination programme. Somerset County Council have
redeployed 250 of their staff. SSDC around 70-80 of theirs.
Over at Sedgemoor 50 staff (15% of their workforce) were
identified for redeployment, and at Mendip 28 employees.
Somerset West & Taunton (SWT) have committed nine
members of staff and identified a further 20 who can help.
Leader of SWT, Cllr Federica Smith-Roberts told The Leveller®
“I am proud of how our Council has responded to the impact of
Coronavirus to ensure frontline services are provided, and extra
help has been available to our businesses, our tenants and the
vulnerable. I am also grateful for the support of our communities
throughout this difficult time and have been humbled by the efforts
of everyone as we have all adapted to the many challenges through
this pandemic.”
Regardless of the priorities we mention in our piece above, it
is surely good to see our local authorities pulling together and
prioritising the health emergency.

What you’ve missed out on
At the start of this month , Digital Secretary Oliver Dowden,
proudly paraded the success 0f his £2.6 billion scheme to roll
out superfast broadband to ‘commercially unviable’ parts of
the UK. An independent review of the programme, found it
had created £2.7 billion in economic benefits:
�� A surge in the value of homes sold in programme areas
between 2012 and 2019 by up to £3,500, a rise of 1.16%
worth £1.52 billion
�� 17,600 more jobs in programme areas, including 2,100
lifted from long-term unemployment creating an increase in
gross value added (GVA) by £125 million
�� £1.1 billion gained in GVA through increased workplace
productivity
More than 96% of homes and businesses can now access
superfast broadband, but not in Somerset. In fact the
constituency of Somerton & Frome only 81.5% can get
superfast broadband and 9.4% of the constituency households
cannot get decent broadband at all. So while the government
are crowing about their achievements nationally, it is
particularly galling to see what we are missing out on. From
house value to jobs to the size of the local economy.
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Warning: Ignite Blue Touchpaper Then Retire! by James Garrett
South Somerset District Council
(SSDC), as we have reported many
times, has been ‘transformed’ recently
following a multi-million poundmakeover overseen by local
government consultants Ignite. Is it
more efficient for those reforms?
“Yes!” says the council. “We have
created a modern, more efficient and
commercially-minded organisation that is
fit for the future.”
Since we reported last May we have
figures which suggest the performance
of SSDC’s planners had worsened
significantly since transformation. They
are not our figures; they were provided
by SSDC. The story which we can
finally shepherd, blinking, into the
sunlight is actually worse than we
originally reported.
“Better late than never” seems to be
the motto of this newly-transformed
council.
Much of the way that councils deal with
the public is officially regulated, with
timetables to be adhered to. It is
supposed to help councils be efficient,
and help the public know what they
should expect.
For instance, if you ask a question
through a Freedom of Information (FoI)
Request, you must receive a response
within 20 working days.
If you submit a planning application, it
must be determined (decided) within
eight weeks of being submitted.
So how’s that working out?
The Leveller®’s source in this story
asked questions about the planning
process using the FoI Act. So, a
response was due in 20 days. In this
case SSDC took nearly five months to
reply. In the end it took a complaint to
the arbiter of FoI legislation, the
Information Commissioner.
Starter for ten
In our original story we used as a
yardstick the number of planning
applications determined within the
official eight-week deadline. Our source
was council taxpayer Tony Eldridge,
who submitted questions under the FoI
to ferret out the data.
Mr Eldridge was told that in the last
year before transformation 2016, out
of 1,995 planning applications 5.1% had
been determined late.
By 2019, post-transformation, out of
1,653 planning applications, the
percentage of late determinations had
fallen to 4.4%.
Good? An improvement? Well yes until you note that in the three years
the number of planning applications
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received by the council had dropped
sharply.
In addition, the number of planning
officers in post had increased, from 19
to 20. So with more officers dealing
with fewer applications, they still
couldn’t deal with all of
them within the official
timescale.
It turned out, however,
that we were just
scratching the surface. Mr
Eldridge noted that in the
data provided by the
council there were determinations on
time, determinations that were late and
a third category: late determinations
made after an “agreed extension of
time.”
So he asked for those numbers too.
The council disclosed that in 2019 61%
of all applications – nearly two in every
three - had been determined late, not
4.4%. And, remember, this was despite
the council employing more officers to
deal with fewer cases.
Bear with me here. There are going to
be a lot more numbers! Following our
original report Richard Birch, the
council’s lead specialist,
communications, marketing and media,
got in touch. He disputed our report.
“We’re not sure where this line around the
‘slump in efficiency’ of planning comes
from.”
New figures
He then provided us with entirely
different figures to those which his
colleagues on the council’s FoI team
had given Mr Eldridge.
Mr Birch’s figures suggested that the
performance of the council’s planners
had indeed been turned around
between 2015/16 (pre-) and 2018/19
(post-transformation). In quarter one
of 2015/16 somewhere between 57%
and 78% planning applications had been
determined on time. During the same
period in 2018/19 88% of applications
had been determined. In the third
quarter of 2019 the success rate had
risen to 97.6%, said Mr Birch. “On
every measure we are above our own
and Government targets.” Central
government sets targets of 70%.
At this point we could make no sense
of the difference between Mr Birch’s
figures and those of his own FoI team.
We shared the new figures with Mr
Eldridge. The businessman from Bruton
began by looking at the council’s
acknowledgement of receiving his own
planning application, for the conversion
of business premises in Wincanton.

This stated, “Unless you inform the
council otherwise it will be assumed you
are agreeable to an extension.”
Mr Eldridge asked Mr Birch in August
2020, what he had meant when he said,
“On every measure we are above our own
and Government targets” in his
comments to The Leveller. He
reminded the PR chief,
“Government guidelines require the
council to ask the applicant to agree
extensions of time when necessary and agree it in writing. It is a mark
of failure if statutory time limits are
not met – not a target.”
Mr Birch forwarded the request to the
council’s FoI team in September. You
can probably guess the next bit.
Remember the deadline for answering
an FoI is 20 days? It was January 2021
before Mr Eldridge finally received
answers – despite repeated reminders.
He suspects that had he not made a
complaint to the Information
Commissioner he might still be waiting.
He told The Leveller®, “The percentage
of applications in the month of August
determined in time, according to the new
FoI response, fell from 68% in 2019 to
55% in 2020. Neither, of course, matched
the 70% figure required by the
Ministry.”
Mr Eldridge’s conclusion is that “No
target has been met for many years
UNLESS you accept that all delays have
been agreed by applicants. This must be a
fiction,” he said, adding, “I checked quite
a number of individual applications on the
council’s website and found no mention of
‘agreed extensions,’ only the occasional
apology for delays.”
Answers on a postcard
We asked the council to respond to
the claim that it had played fast and
loose with its planning department’s
performance figures. We also asked
which figures were the correct ones;
those shared by the FoI team last
month, those provided by the FoI team
when Mr Eldridge first wrote to them
last year or the figures provided by Mr
Birch to The Leveller®. We received no
response.
Councillor Nick Colbert (Conservative,
Wincanton) commented, “The council’s
planning department is not fit for
purpose. A farmer complained to me over
a year ago that his application for nine
houses hadn’t been resolved. It is now over
two years and it still hasn’t been heard.”
He added, “There has been a massive
failure of senior management. The Council
gave the majority of their planning
department redundancy (at 2.5x the

Somerset News
‘normal’ redundancy rate) and can't get permanent staff to replace
them. That begs the question ‘Why make experienced staff
redundant, at great cost to the ratepayer, when you then have to
replace them with agency staff?’ Enormous redundancy costs were
followed by further enormous costs hiring agency staff to replace
those they shouldn't have paid to go in the first place.”
Mr Colbert has also raised questions with the council over
the consequences of the Ignite-led transformation
programme. Over a year ago he asked the FoI team two
questions. The first was “How much has the council spent on
redundancy payments since the transition period started?” In
the second he asked, “How much has been spent on agency
staff since the current transition period started?”
He is still waiting for answers. The 20-day deadline has long
since vanished in the mist. The Leveller® asked the same
questions on 27 November. As of 31 January, almost 40
working days since asking, so are we.
Even if we accept Mr Birch’s statement that the planning team
are hitting their deadlines (and we can see little evidence of
that), it is pretty clear that the FoI team are either
a) singling us out for special treatment, or
b) missing most of theirs.

Mendip offers market deal
Mendip District Council (MDC) runs five markets around the
district. In Somerset this is unusual, most other councils have
ditched their involvement with running local markets. MDC
however runs:
Glastonbury Market (Tuesdays)
Wells Market and Frome Market (Wednesdays and Saturdays)
Street Market (Thursdays) and
Shepton Mallet Market (Fridays)
In ordinary times the markets run themselves. There is good
demand for stalls, it promotes buying local and adds vibrancy
to town centres. These of course are not ordinary times.
Market stallholders are only allowed to open if they are selling
food. And, as people are still under lockdown, footfall is bound
to be affected too. It has been tough for those traders that can
open; tougher still for those unable to trade who have lost
their regular source of income. MDC estimates that 35% of
their traders will be lost for good by the time lockdown is
over.
So, with that in mind, MDC voted last month to make an offer
to market traders. Those traders who are allowed to carry
on, will get a rent-free stall until the end of March. Normal
rents will return on 1 April. However, regular market traders
will still get a 20% discount from 1 April to 31 May.
The deal will cost MDC around £50,000 on their own
estimates. But keeping markets going and getting to a point
where they can grow again, is important to the local economy.
It can contribute to reducing food miles and help other shops
and shopkeepers by bringing people into the town centre. We
have criticised MDC in these pages before for a buccaneering
spirit, going off and investing heavily in some very risky looking
commercial property. Here though, investing £50,000 in the
local economy, this is local government at its best.
We asked around the other districts and were surprised at
how few councils still run markets. South Somerset told us
they do not run any. Somerset West and Taunton only run
farmers’ markets. They told us that there would be no
discounts for stall holders. Their spokesperson told us “Stall
holders unable to trade may be eligible for Government Support
Grants. https://www.somersetwestandtaunton.gov.uk/businessrates/covid-business-support-grants/”. And Sedgemoor only
run a market in Bridgwater which is run for them under
contract by a third party. Again no discounts are available.

New Dredging on the Levels
We may have been lucky, or of course we may now be better
prepared. Either way, Storm Christoph caused chaos across
the Midlands and North West in January. Worcester was
particularly badly hit. But on the Somerset Levels the water
broadly stayed in places that it is meant to. That includes fields
that are designed to flood and hold water. Even though it can
look like a disaster from high up, actually the damage this time
was relatively minor.
Just a week or so before the storm hit, a new section of the
River Parrett was starting to be dredged for Somerset Rivers
Authority (SRA). Large quantities of silt will be removed from
1.37miles (2.2km) of the river between the village of Moorland
and the M5, to increase its capacity to carry flood water.
Contractors Van Oord’s water injection dredging vessel Borr
will shift around 22,000m3 of fine sediments from the bed of
the Parrett. Targeted jets of water will separate and mobilise
particles so they can be washed away on the outgoing tide.
Ongoing work to reduce risk
The dredging is intended to reduce flood risk to local people,
properties, roads and land. Those who remember the 2012 to
2014 floods will know that the village of Moorlands was
particularly badly hit.
The new dredge is the latest in a series of planned
programmes to clean
out the river down
2014 floods near Langport
towards where the
M5 crosses it.
Following the
devastating floods that
hit Somerset in 201314, the Environment
Agency dredged 5
miles (8km) of the
Parrett and Tone in
2014, down to Northmoor Pumping Station. The SRA funded
a further 0.47 miles (750m) of dredging downstream of
Northmoor Pumping Station in 2016, then another 1.4 miles
(2.2km) of Parrett dredging between Stathe and Burrowbridge
in 2019.
The SRA has also been funding regular maintenance dredging.
At their most recent meeting in December, SRA Board
members heard that £441,000 was being saved on the
Northmoor to M5 dredge by using water injection dredging
techniques. This money will now be used to fund other flood
risk reduction activities across Somerset.
And in response to our question about COVID-19 security,
an SRA spokesperson confirmed that the contractors will be
operating in a bubble within very strict guidelines.
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Price or value

Radio Link Up with GFM

The audit of South Somerset District Council’s (SSDC)
accounts for 2019/20 has been completed and signed off. The
authority was the first Somerset Council to get 2019/20
accounts signed. If others have been more focused on the
COVID 19 crisis, at least SSDC have a feather in their cap for
keeping multiple plates spinning at the same time.
Now that it is done and we have both accounts and the full
auditors report to the council, a few things caught our eye.
The first is that the accounts had to be restated for 2018/19.
To quote from the note in the financial statements: The
Council has reviewed the accounting treatment of its joint
operations and has concluded that SSDC Opium Power Ltd
(Opium) should be accounted for as a subsidiary rather than a
joint venture, and therefore group accounts have been
prepared. Opium is a joint venture that SSDC formed with
two property developers to set up a battery farm outside
Taunton. The batteries store energy and provide it to the grid
at peak times.
That’s the business, but why the change in accounting? The
accounts (believe me you will not want to read the accounts
unless you have serious issues with insomnia) tell us: “Although
there is joint control of decisions, SSDC has the right to exercise
control with a deciding vote on the Board of SSDC Opium Power
Limited. On this basis…..the relationship is that of a subsidiary due
to the 50% ownership by SSDC. Therefore, full consolidation Group
Accounts have been prepared.”
Which raises the question, why were group accounts not
prepared in 2018/19. It is in fairness a minor issue. But regular
readers will know The Leveller has frequently challenged the
degree of control and
management structure of
Opium. It rather looks as if we
were right to do so.
Value of Opium
Of much more interest is a
statement by the auditors about
the value of the investment in
Opium. In the auditors report
to SSDC they noted that "The
Land element was originally held
at cost of £1.763m and the
updated valuation as at 31 March
2020 is between £0.485m and
£0.243m, based on the range
provided by the Council’s valuer."
Again readers will recall we
have previously questioned the
amount SSDC paid for the land.
The answer is complicated, but
as SSDC have given us a full
explanation we will share it verbatim. “The purchase price for
the land reflected the value created by the seller in putting together
the consented package for the battery scheme. The apportioned
land value is based on the current range for agricultural land, which
is a reasonable approach for the apportionment. The original land
value was justified and supportable in the context of the
development costs and value of the resultant facility. The
apportionment is also appropriate. The total of the external
valuation provided for the most recent SSDC accounts
demonstrates that the overall value for the site continues to be well
above the total development costs.”
What does this mean? In essence when SSDC bought the land,
it was worth agricultural value. Hence the number that the
Council’s valuer came up with being around £1.4m less than
SSDC paid for it.
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Starting last month The Leveller® has been doing some work
with GFM.
GFM is the community radio station for Glastonbury, Street
and Wells.
During the pandemic they have been running a special one
hour show at 9am and repeated at 4pm each day where we
focus on the local issues and news stories. It is on Mondays
with Ian Liversidge and you will hear regular features from
Andrew Lee, Editor of The Leveller® who will pick up on
some interesting community news stories.
Also on a Monday John Parham who is a Somerset County
Councillor talks about the latest Mendip Covid figures and
updates of what is going on related
with the virus. When non league
sport resumes there is a round up
some of the local sports stories from
the weekend.
You can tune into the station on
107.1fm or listen online at gfm.org.uk
if you would like to advertise on the
station email sales@gfm.org.uk
The value that SSDC refer to, was not actually delivered at the
time they paid for the land. It was a project, an idea, that might
or might not have been successful. SSDC took 100% of the
financial risk, as they paid for everything. The land, the
batteries (picture left) etc.
It would be fair to say that now, albeit 18 months late, the
battery park is generating revenue. So the value of the whole
asset is much greater than the amount SSDC paid for it. That
is fair enough. However it does leave a question as to whether
SSDC overpaid for an asset, which at the time, still carried
considerable business risk.
Property fall
The other point of interest was the value of investment
properties. Again we have repeatedly questioned the wisdom
of SSDC investing heavily in property at the peak of the
market. We equally understand that there was a very real
need to generate income. We have however suggested on
many occasions that it might have been wiser not to put so
much of the portfolio in property.
The auditors clearly had a similar thought, noting in their
report that "The valuation of properties valued by the valuer has
resulted in a net decrease of £5.424m for Investment Properties."
We put this to the council. Their spokesperson told us: “We
do not believe the decrease in value of investment assets stated in
the Audit Findings Report is at odds with what has been reported
back to District Executive. The general market values of investment
properties have not changed materially over the last year. There
have been sector changes in relative values with high street retail
property losing value and industrial property gaining value. SSDC
has approximately double the amount invested in industrial
compared to retail. For the overall capital valuations reported for
balance sheet purposes, if the general market is steady, assets with
shorter leases will see a reduction in value as each year there is less
remaining lease duration. The value will then rise again once a new
lease is granted. These investment properties are held for the
revenue they return, which is conservatively modelled to allow for
leases ending. The valuation shifts in capital value do not have
actual impact unless the property is sold at that point, which is not
the intention.”
In fairness to the council, property investments usually need a
long-term view. So with that in mind we will of course return
to this in due course.
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A right royal rip off?
We are used to the cost of our letters rising once a year.
Ever since the Royal Mail was privatised, in 2013, the service
has had to have profits for shareholders on its agenda. And
shareholders have done rather well
out of it. In the year to 29 March
2020, just as the first national
lockdown kicked in, the Royal Mail
made £180 million profit pre tax and
paid shareholders a dividend of 7p.
The accounts showed retained
reserves, essentially accumulated
profits, available to shareholders of
£5.625 billion. Yes that’s right,
‘billion'.
In short if there is any public
company well equipped to ride out the COVID-19 pandemic,
it is probably the Royal Mail. And of course with everything
going by some kind of parcel post or courier, the pandemic
has been a time of opportunity for Royal Mail.
The price of post
Royal Mail does not run post offices, those increasingly few
that remain, are still in the hands of the state. It does
however set postal charges. And it has been racking them up
at a fair old rate. In February last year they went up as
follows:
1st class stamp 70p to 76p
2nd class stamp 61p to 65p
1st class large letter £1.06 to £1.15
2nd class large letter 83p to 88p.
But not content with that, they put prices up again with effect
from 1 January 2021. And these were not small rises either:
1st class stamp 76p to 85p
2nd class stamp 65p to 66p
1st class large letter £1.15 to £1.29
2nd class large letter 88p to 96p.
There’s nothing like profiting out of a pandemic. In less than a
year the price of a first class stamp has risen by 15p or 21%.
Even the more modest rises for a second class stamp have
seen a 5p or 10% rise. But if you want to send a large letter,
in other words the typical A4 sheet that most offices use as
standard, then to send it first class with a large letter stamp
has gone up 23p, or 21%.
And this at a time when most of the public have seen their
income reduced. Many have lost their jobs as we have
written elsewhere in this issue, while others have been put
on furlough (and often that means they are on 80% of their
usual wages). And of course in a lockdown we do not have a

choice. We have to use the postal service for many more
things than we would under normal circumstances.
So at a time when we can afford it least, at a time of genuine
need, the Royal Mail’s contribution to the struggle against
COVID-19, has been to ratchet up prices to protect profits.
Of course that is not how they see it. Nick Landon, Chief
Commercial Officer, Royal Mail says “Like other companies,
2020 has been a challenging year for Royal Mail. Our people have
worked tirelessly to keep the UK connected throughout the
pandemic and associated restrictions. These price increases will
help us continue to deliver and sustain the Universal Service in
challenging circumstances.”
Well the truth will out. When the 2020/21 accounts come
out, we will see for ourselves whether the Royal Mail had a
genuine need to put prices up. Or did they just see an
opportunity to make money at a time when people were
suffering and had fewer options.

A confession
We must offer our unreserved apology to our subscription
customers. The change in pricing caught us out. We sent
around half of our copies out with the wrong postage. We
realised and sent new copies out with the correct postage.
However Royal Mail know a thing or two about making
money. They actually delivered the envelopes with the wrong
post on to the local sorting office. And then attempted to
charge £1.50 to our subscribers to pick up the package (the
shortfall on the postage was 9p).
Nevertheless the error was our fault and we’ll add an extra
month to each subscriber who had to pay the extra £1.50.
And please accept our apologies.

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
the minute 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
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Consultation yes consideration no!

Linda Vijeh says….
We asked County Councillor, Linda Vijeh for her views on
the school situation in Ilminster and Crewkerne. Linda is the
County Councillor for Ilminster Division. She told The
Leveller®:
As I understand it the consultation is ongoing until end of Feb..... for
me the key issue has been the feeling that communication from
SCC has not been consistent. However, I remember this issue being
discussed as far back as 2013. I also remember attending several
meetings with parents, staff etc., and all of the money spent on
Futures for Somerset ...the outcome of which is that whilst there is
broad agreement that the situation is unsustainable no one can
agree on the best option.
I am concerned that under current plans there will only be a faith
based primary school in Ilminster, where parents should have a
choice, and also the impact of transporting children out of Ilminster
to Crewkerne for secondary education...... not just in terms of cost
but given that it can take around an hour each way to round them
all up this is two hours out of a child's day when they could be
learning. In an ideal world I'd like us to have a secondary school in
Ilminster but sadly it will never happen where the focus is on large
schools to make them more
financially viable.
Of course Wadham's huge debt is
a stumbling block but this has
been allowed to escalate over
many years ...... I think the best
option is to draw a line under
it...... Multi-Academy Trusts are
sniffing around but in many cases
I believe they have their own
agenda.
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In some ways this letter says it all. Written to parents of
children at Maiden Beech Academy last month, the Head
Teacher notes “Earlier this week, Head teachers and Chairs of
Governors of schools in the area were informed that following the
receipt of legal advice, decision-makers at the Local Authority
resolved to take the decision to progress to statutory notices on a
proposed two-tier model of education, which, if implemented, will
have a significant impact on Maiden Beech Academy. This decision
has been taken despite significant opposition to the proposals, with
roughly two-thirds of respondents expressing negative viewpoints,
which also reflects the outcomes of the previous consultation in
2019.”
Fears for tiers
This all relates to the proposed reorganisation of schools in
the Ilminster and Crewkerne area. Before Christmas,
Somerset County Council (SCC) ran a consultation of the
future of schools in Crewkerne/Ilminster. The consultation
proposed a two-tier education system. That is a set of
primary schools feeding into a secondary school. At present,
the area has a three-tier system. First, Middle and Upper
schools.
The consultation simply asked for approval of one set of
proposals. No alternatives were presented. The consultation
made it clear that it was not appropriate to consider
alternatives at this point.
The proposals were:
�� Wadham School would become a full secondary school
�� Swanmead and Greenfylde schools in Ilminster would
become a split site primary school
�� Merriott First School and Haselbury Plucknett CofE First
School would become primary schools
�� Misterton CofE school to be closed
The result of the consultation could not be clearer. Parents
rejected all the proposals. In all but one case the result was a
significant rejection with more than 60% against. Staff too
rejected all but one of the proposals.
So back to the drawing board? No. As the letter from the
head teacher at Maiden Beech makes clear. The Education
Department intend to push ahead regardless of the
consultation results. Which begs the question, why bother
with a consultation? Was this just an expensive waste of
taxpayers’ money in order to tick a box?
March 17
The meeting to consider the recommendation to move ahead
will be taken in March. At the Cabinet Meeting on 17 March
to be exact. It is possible the recommendation will be called
in by the Scrutiny Committee before then, but that is far from
certain.
If you live in the area and don’t agree with this decision, you
had better start lobbying your councillor!
That decision raises an interesting question. Are the
Education Department philosophically opposed to three-tier
education? It is hard to understand why else they would
ignore the views
expressed in a public
consultation. So what
will the consequences
be elsewhere in
Somerset? For instance
in Frome which also
runs a three-tier system
of First, Middle and
Upper Schools.

Education News/Business News

Taunton Top Ten
Every year for more than a decade School Sport Magazine has
released an annual list of the most successful sporting schools
in the country. In the past they ran one list for state schools
and another list for independent schools, partly in recognition
of the advantage in funding that independent schools often
have. However this year (well last, the list of for 2020) the
magazine combined its separate lists into one league table of
the top 200 schools.
School Sport looks at the results from 100 events across 18
different sports to compile its final list. And as we never seem
to tire of saying, 2020 was of course an exceptional year.
Getting decent school sport together was a challenge like
never before. School sport was severely disrupted by the
pandemic and many national finals cancelled, although schools
gained recognition by reaching the latter stages of a
competition even if the finals could not take place.
The good news for Taunton School is that they were ranked
in the top ten. Seventh to be exact. A fine achievement of
which they are rightly proud. A ranking which reflects not only
the breadth of sports it offers, but also the high level of
participation amongst students as well as its success at national
competitions.
Hayley Mortimer, Director of Sport at Taunton School, told
The Leveller®: “It’s fair to say that sport at Taunton School very
much encompasses the idea of encouraging excellence and
promoting participation, as School Sport Magazine promotes. This
recognition is a culmination of hard work and commitment from the
whole Taunton School community and the investment we have
made in our facilities and resources within our sports programme.
We are absolutely committed to providing the very best experience
for our students.”

Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright
You could get help and you might avaoid a fine
By the time you read this you (or your accountant) should
have submitted your self assessment tax return for 2019/20.
In fact you should have done it 2 weeks ago. By 31st January,
HMRC reckoned that they had already received 10.7 million
self assessment tax returns.
That’s great but then by HMRC’s own estimates, 1,790,000
didn’t make the deadline.
Are you one of those? Then read on…..
Now in the usual course of events, not having filed your tax
return by 31 January would lead to an automatic fine for late
filing. However even HMRC has been forced to recognise
that we are not living in ordinary times. So as a concession
(and it is unusual for HMRC to make any concessions unless
you are either very rich or a £billion turnover business) as
long as you file your tax return online by 28 February, you
will not get a fine.
However a word of clarification is needed here. To many of
us humble taxpayers, you file your tax return and pay the tax.
However these are from HMRC’s point of view, quite
separate processes.
So you may file your tax return late without a penalty, but
they still expect you to pay the tax due before 31st January.
That said, the good news is that they simply charge interest
running from 1 February until the date you pay over your
cash. That is currently running at a rate of 2.6% as long as you
pay by the 2 March. So if you owe say £5,000 and you pay on
28 February, you’ll owe £10 in interest.
Again there are concessions if you are struggling to pay. This
has been an exceptional year after all.

If any taxpayer cannot afford to pay, they may be able to set
up an affordable plan and pay in monthly instalments. But only
as long as you owe less than £30,000 and you don’t have
other dents owing to HMRC.
Penalty added
To qualify you must have filed your tax return before 2
March to qualify. If you haven’t either paid, or agreed a
payment plan by 3 March, you will get a 5% penalty added to
the amount of tax you owe.
To find out more you will need to call the Self-Assessment
Payment Helpline on 0300 200 3822. But make sure you have
filed your tax return for starters.
Taxpayers who do not meet these requirements, or who
need more than 12 months to pay off their bill, can apply for
a payment plan by speaking to one of HMRC’s debt advisers.
Call HMRC on 0300 200 3822 to discuss Time to Pay.
Karl Khan, HMRC’s Interim Director General for Customer
Services, explains “We know that many individuals and small
businesses are finding it harder to pay this year, due to the
pandemic. Anyone who can’t afford to pay their tax bill in full can
set up a payment plan, once they’ve
filed their return, to spread their tax bill
into monthly instalments.”
And as ever if all of this is clear as
mud, call your friendly accountant.
But do it now!
Lindsey Wright is a partner in
Accounting Angels of Somerton
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Legally Speaking by Catherine Murton (Partner & Head of Private Clients, Pardoes Solicitors)
It is so easy to dwell on the awfulness of the
last twelve months but there is light at the
end of the tunnel and I am determined to try
and focus on future plans, like a huge family
lunch, coffee and cake with a close friend,
hugs from my loved ones and being able to
see someone smile during a conversation!
Of course, the Government has
implemented lots of schemes and incentives
to try to keep the nation in work and the economy on an
even keel, not least a Stamp Duty holiday to encourage
movement in the housing market. This has seen a massive
increase in transactions and a rush to complete by the end of
March, when the payment holiday ends.
As you can imagine, this has meant a huge increase in the
volume of work for our conveyancing solicitors, but I have
noticed that many people are rushing the transaction without
fully considering the implications of cutting corners.
This is particularly noticeable in respect of couples buying
together where there are unequal shares in the property or
where both are contributing to the purchase price, but the
property is in one name only. This is common at the moment
as it is often easier and quicker to get a mortgage in a single
name, but the mortgage provider will then insist that the legal
title to the property is also in one name only.
When these situations do arise, the sensible approach is for
the parties to execute a declaration of trust. This is a
document that sets out the division of the equitable interest
in the property. For example, if one party contributes
£50,000 to the purchase price and the other contributes
nothing but enters into a joint mortgage and co-owns the
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property a declaration of trust could state that, on the sale of
the property, £50,000 is paid to the party that contributed it
and the remainder of the equity is divided equally between
the parties.
Where a couple are both contributing to a purchase in a sole
name, a declaration of trust can set out the division of equity
in the property once the mortgage has been discharged. A
declaration of trust can be drawn up quickly, but I have
noticed that lots of purchasers are proceeding without this in
place, despite our advice, perhaps because people wrongly
think that it is a complicated process and will slow down the
sale.
The second notable issue is that purchasers are not
considering the situation should one party die. This is
particularly important for unmarried couples. If a property is
purchased in a sole name or by two people as tenants in
common it is essential that Wills are in place to make sure
that the survivor has the right to continue to occupy the
property after the death of their partner.
I think that there is a myth that if both names are on the title
the survivor can continue to occupy the property. The reality
is that they can only do so by paying occupation rent to
whoever has inherited the deceased partner’s share or by
being given the right to do so under the deceased partner’s
Will.
The opportunity to purchase a new home without the
considerable burden of Stamp Duty is not one to be missed.
However, if you have purchased recently or have a sale
proceeding and you think that one of these situations may
apply to you please give me a call to check your position on
01935 382689 or email at catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk

Business News/Jobs

Yeovil legal firm expands
Yeovil law firm Battens Solicitors announced last month it was
to boost its presence in Bath. Battens opened up the Bath
office in 2016 to expand its reach in the Somerset region. Last
month Patrick Mears joined the firm as Head of Commercial
Property, Bath. Patrick has worked in Bath for many years and
has a reputation for his considerable expertise in commercial
law.
Commenting on Patrick’s appointment, Battens Chairman
David Stephens, told The Leveller® “We are delighted that
Patrick has joined the Battens team to head up our commercial
proposition in Bath. The pandemic created an extremely challenging
year for business owners and those involved in commercial property
during 2020, so being able to call upon an experienced, hands-on
legal team at competitive prices is crucial for the Bath market.”
With Patrick’s arrival, the Bath office now has experts in
Commercial Property, Property Litigation and Media,
Entertainment & Intellectual Property (IP). The Bath team is
small, but experienced, and as a growing office, clients will
tend to get access to senior, hands-on advice.

Job Column

Gooch and Housego enters space
It has been a difficult year for the economy. But not every
sector has been hit as hard as say, picking an example at
random, the hospitality sector. For Ilminster based Gooch and
Housego (GHH), it hasn’t been business as usual. But it didn’t
stop them in their tracks either. Hi Tec businesses like GHH
can’t simply switch off and hibernate. So when they announced
results for the year to 30 September, yes turnover was down,
but only from £129m in 2019 to £120m for 2020. And the hit
on profits was larger, but importantly, there were still profits.
Just shy of £10m for 2020 as against £15m the year before.
Inevitably it was the industrial division that was hardest hit by
the pandemic. This is where more companies were likely to be
closed or on short time during various lockdowns around the
globe. Equally, their Aerospace & Defence market proved to
be much more resilient while Life Sciences, perhaps
unsurprisingly during a pandemic with research going into
overdrive, delivered growth and strong trading.
Solid outlook
Of course September 2020 feels like an age ago, but in
December when they announced the results the company also
noted “Whilst the macroeconomic environment remains uncertain
we enter the new financial year with a solid order book, cutting
edge products and technologies and an increasingly competitive cost
base.”
And the icing on the cake was that some of their optical
components were deployed in a Japanese satellite system last
month. GHH technology iwa at the heart of a laser
communication system known as LUCAS (Laser Utilising
Communication System), which uses hardware developed by
Japan's NEC Corporation for the Japan Aerospace Exploration
Agency. And as you read this technology made here in
Somerset is orbiting earth and facilitating communications.
Out of this world
Stratos Kehayas, Chief Technology Officer of GHH was a
happy bunny "I am very proud and grateful to be part of this truly
amazing team. It has been a very challenging mission, but through
innovation, perseverance and, above all, teamwork, we delivered
our first system and made history, together. What started as a
dream and a system design scribbled in a lab book a few years ago,
became a state-of-the-art commercial system orbiting our planet.
We are grateful to NEC for selecting us to walk this path together
merging the worlds of photonics and space technologies."

Wessex Regional Flood and
Coastal Committee
Two new members wanted
One member to represent Coastal Processes
One member to represent General Interests
The successful applicants will play an important role in
deciding on local priorities, approving programmes of work,
and supporting us and lead local flood authorities in working
with communities and other partners. They will also promote
the consideration of climate change impacts in local decision
making.
These are unpaid roles but reasonable expenses,
including travel, can be claimed.
The Committee meets 4 times a year at locations within the
Wessex area, although successful candidates may also be
asked to attend additional meetings.
For further information or to request an application pack
please contact Stacie Bristow
at WessexRFCC@environment-agency.gov.uk

The Closing date for Applications is:
midnight Sunday 7th March 2021
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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
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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.
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More Mortgages
Property prices have bounced around all over the place in the
last couple of years. And COVID 19 has done nothing to give
a clear hint at the direction things are going in. In the
aftermath of the first lockdown, we learnt two things. The first
thing was that lots of people were looking to move to the
countryside, where low population densities tended to be
reflected in much lower COVID-19 infection rates. The
second thing that lockdown taught us was that we could all
work from home. In fact when in extremis, we could work at
home much more effectively than we had previously believed
we could. The problem was that as house prices did not
noticeably fall, getting a mortgage remained as difficult as it had
been since the financial crash of 2008.
Now we are on to lockdown number three and something is
starting to give. Firstly the government realise that buying,
selling and moving home is something you can do in a
lockdown – as long as you are sensible. That has helped to
keep the housing market going.
Improving percentages
But another force is at play and it is a little unexpected. Low
deposit mortgages are getting easier to come by. We tested
the theory on the Moneyfacts website, looking at the number
of mortgage products available at different levels of deposit.
�� With a 15% deposit, there were 343 different mortgage
products available.
�� At a 10% deposit rate that fell to 118 mortgage products.
�� But even at 5% there were still some mortgage products,
albeit only 21.
Now not all of these products will be suitable; some will have
quite stringent terms attached. But the significance is the
overview of availability. The number available with a 10%
deposit is three times that of summer 2020. The fact that so
many products are now available with smaller deposit
percentages will be good news, especially for young and first
time buyers. Of course these days many first time buyers are
not young. Therein lies the problem.
For the lenders though, this has not been an easy time either.
Whilst it is hard to have a lot of sympathy for bankers and
their trade, with an obligation to offer mortgage holidays
during the pandemic, even with interest added, there will be
questions about the viability of their loan book. So getting a
lot of new customers in, especially those who still have a job
and a regular income, is going to improve the look of their
loan portfolio.
To be honest, first time buyers are unlikely to care. Anything
that helps the housing market keep ticking along will be
welcome.
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A modern detached four bedroom home built in 2018 comes to the market in excellent decorative order located in a secluded
corner of a select development of similar houses. Further accommodation comprises lounge, kitchen/diner, cloakroom, utility,
family bathroom and en-suite shower to master bedroom. Other benefits include garage, parking for 3-4 cars, remainder of
builders warranty and a popular village location. EPC C

Guide Price £375,000
To view contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or sales@english-homes.co.uk
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First impressions
When looking to upgrade your property what better place to start than the way in. The
front door. Too often it is something that is easy to leave. But actually it is one of the most
noticeable features of any property. A front door may say something about you. Some say
it can increase the value of your property and maximise kerb appeal. These are usually
front door salesmen. Nevertheless, your front door is the face of your home, and the first
feature that visitors and passers-by will notice.
So, what should you consider if you feel your frontage needs upgrading?
Budget
Well this is an obvious place to start. Be realistic. Having an idea of what you have available
to spend (and sticking to it!) will decide the options that are available to you to some
extent. It will help determine priorities. Security first or style? Off the shelf or bespoke
made and fitted?
Style
With hundreds of front door styles on the market, making the right choice can be
challenging. There are,
however, several styles
you will encounter in your search which all fit into more
streamlined categories – traditional, contemporary and ultramodern. Each offers its own style and performance benefits,
and the one you choose will depend on the design of your
property. Traditional styles will suit character properties and
cottages alike, and modern designs will complement new-build
and more contemporary-style homes.
Consider choosing a front door which includes glass to
increase the natural light into your property – doors with large
or small rectangular panes, translucent or patterned glass, and
even sidelight windows can make all the difference to natural
light at the front of your home. It is important to browse
different options before choosing a design that perfectly suits
your needs, and considerations include – if a property is north
or south facing, or if you have a wide or narrow entrance. All
quality glass should meet British standards in terms of security.
Materials
A front door is not just a front door these days. If you like
traditional wood, that’s fine. They will look great. But they
need lots of TLC – regular painting and varnishing for instance.
UPVC doors can be easily customised. They are strong and
tend to be good for insulating your house. After all you don’t
want all of your warmth vanishing through your front door.
Composite doors can be a good compromise too. Many offer
an authentic wooden finish that does not require the
aforementioned TLC.
Colour
If there is one subject guaranteed to divide opinion it is colour.
It has even been said that it is bad luck to change your door
colour. That we shall leave to the degree of superstition of our
readers. Unusual or striking colours are all the rage. But
remember that, once chosen, you may be living with your
choice for a long time. Fashions come and go. More subtle,
pastel greens and blues can brighten up the front of your house
with less risk of being seen as outlandish when fashions change.
If you are planning to sell your home, consider whether a
strident selection that is to your taste, might just put off
potential buyers!
Energy efficiency
As mentioned above, insulation is the name of the game these
days. As we all embrace the need to take account of climate
change, energy efficiency has become important. But insulating
your loft, double glazing and cavity wall insulation will all be in
vain if the heat you’ve preserved simply flows through the front
door. Poorly fitted, old or damaged front doors will do just
that. These days all quality doors will meet performance
standards and will be awarded with a ‘U’ value. This is for
energy efficiency and is on a scale from E to A ++ based on
materials.
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At The Farm Gate

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith

By Helen Walker

No Dig

The snowdrops are flowering! There was a slight panic as
there has been no sign of them, but writing at the very end of
January, they have popped up in abundance. Spring is
definitely on it’s way, although it is still a tad wet underfoot
and very muddy where we are.
Our annual TB test was carried out in January. The calves
born in November last year were old enough to test and they
move at a similar speed to greased lightening! I am so glad
that Joe is at home for the moment. Graham did comment
that if it had been just him and me, we probably wouldn’t have
coped this time.
The cows are usually fine, as they have seen it all before. The
youngsters that are a little over a year old have been out on
the moor until last November, so haven’t been in the yard
that long and probably have never been through the crush.
For those of you that don’t know, a crush is a means of
keeping a bullock still. It is aptly named. If you get any part of
your anatomy, usually fingers or hands within it’s rails when it
has a bovine occupant, it is likely that they will be crushed! It
has a small gate at both ends. The theory is that the bullock
walks in, the gate in front of it is shut and when it is fully
within the crush, the back gate is then closed. In practice no
bullock worth it’s salt is going to walk into an enclosed space
with no evidence of an escape route. This means that
someone has to stand near the open front gate so that the
bullock thinks it has a clear run through. This more often than
not was me. Timing is everything. The front gate has to be
shut to stop the animal running through. Shut the gate too
soon and the bullock doesn’t fully enter and backs out, too
late and the bullock hits the gate and rushes through. The
upshot of that is you get a sore head or worse as the gate hits
you and everyone complains because they then have to pick
said bullock out from it’s mates and start again.
If you ever watch Countryfile on the telly, they usually have
magnificent crushes. I watch whilst suffering from crush envy
at the thought of the tens of thousands of pounds that they
cost. There was a new farmer on a few weeks ago, who
actually had two and a race to run the cattle up to them. You
would need an awful lot of cattle or spare income to do that.
Unfortunately, we have neither.
On a different subject, the South West Farmer newspaper
landed on the mat today. In amongst the depressing news of
dog attacks on horses, cows and an alpaca, there was a small
piece about a cattle grid. The headline was “Cattle grid
caused car crash chaos” Apparently there is a cattle grid on
Hill Road in Minehead that causes the technology in some
modern cars to mistake it for a wall. The reason they think, is
because it is cut into the steep hill at at quite a level angle and
this change in gradient confuses the car’s sensors.
Unfortunately the car’s brakes are then automatically applied
everything gets confused and several cars have left the road.
Somerset County Council have spent £70,000 raising some of
the road and redesigning the approaches. Hopefully that will

When we planned our vineyard in Aller, we hired a respected
agronomist to advise us on plant health and fertility. He was
very much of the view that we should use all and every
available chemical because, they worked. Fungicides,
Insecticides and Herbicides. You name it, there’s a cide for it.
To be completely honest, at first we did use some chemical
fungicides and spot sprays of
herbicide (never Insecticides)
but it never really sat right
with us. You get the feeling
that by eliminating something
you are creating a void for
some other nasty to come in
and you are creating an
imbalance. There’s also the
feeling that the more you
spray, the more you need to
spray.
Nowadays we haven’t used
herbicides for around a
decade and the only sprays
we use are foliar feeds like
iron and magnesium, garlic,
sulphur ( for acidity which
knocks out mildew) and
potassium bicarb, aka baking
powder. This year we are
planning to go one step
further and to start compost sprays. The idea is that the
microbes in the spray compete with moulds and contain also
contain micronutrients.
Is this way of doing things completely successful? Not always,
we’ll always lose a little bit but by
regularly pruning the vines in
summer we are able to keep good
airflow through the vines and this
as much as anything keeps them
clean. And, you remember our
agronomist? He now firmly believes
that the only sustainable future lies
with being as organic as possible.
This month I will be mostly
drinking – wines that the supermarkets bought in for
Christmas but are now discounting. Worth looking out for.
That being said, there will be less of this in 2021 as the costs
of importing wine from the EU are going to go up which will
be passed onto us, the consumer. There will be rises as new
stock comes over and then a second
wave later in the year as the UK
implements the full red tape. For
small importers such as ourselves,
the red tape is actually much more
expensive than any tariff!

Please support our advertisers!
We bring you the Leveller free every month. We could not do that without the commercial
support of our advertisers. Please support them as they have supported us.
This has never been more true than it is today. With Coronavirus shutting down so many local
businesses, even if they can trade online or they are food businesses, things are tight like never before.
Once again many advertisers have been kind to us, supporting us when perhaps they did not need to advertise. We know
that you may not be able to use their services today, but please remember them when the county is open again and offer
them the support they have offered to us.
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Cobbs Column by Jane Rodger
Seeds of hope!
A few months ago I was reading about linoleic acid and it’s
ability to reduce inflammation in the body tissues. An omega
fatty acid it is found in plentiful supply in nuts, seeds and oils.
Recent scientific research has found that such is the
effectiveness of this acid, that an inhaler type spray is being
investigated to see if it can be formulated as an effective
antidote to corona virus symptoms. Such news caught my
interest and being a curious soul I delved a little deeper into
the hows, and whys!
The results were fascinating!
In a nutshell (excuse the pun!) the surface of the corona virus
has little protruding spikes with a little crown shape on the
ends. A familiar sight to us all nowadays as it seems to be the
daily backdrop on the news!
These spikes play a vital role in viral infectivity, at spreading
the virus through the body, linking to the human cell surface,
allowing the virus to penetrate the cells causing devastating
damage.
Scientists were shocked to discover on studying a corona cell
or sars cov-2 that a hidden pocket within the cell had a minute
store of linoleic acid! This is the protector of our cells. By
preventing inflammation, it works as a powerful protector.
The corona spike cell had somehow “hijacked” this acid taking
from the body cell and allowing the corona cell to take over
saturating it with the virus.
Scientists have also discovered that patients who react badly
to covid have decreased reserves of linoleic acid in their
bodies, enabling the virus to cause severe inflammation in the
lung tissue.
As linoleic acid is only available through the diet, I have
researched the foods that offer us the best quality and highest
proportions to enhance our general well-being and build up
reserves to hopefully give us all the chance of a healthy, happy
2021!
Seeds such as a mix of sesame, pumpkin, sunflower and most
importantly flax give a good boost of linoleic acid as well as a
full spectrum of essential fatty acids. These are particularly
good at protecting the mucous membranes such as lining of
the lungs.
A mixture of Brazil’s, cashews, walnuts, and almonds, a handful
a day will give a super boost!
Oils very rich in linoleic acid are extra virgin olive, cold
pressed oils such as organic sunflower, rapeseed, avocado and
pumpkin seed oils. These are all good for cooking with and
using as salad dressings.
Flaxseed oil is particularly high and makes a really tasty
drizzling oil.
Try adding the seeds to your porridge or yogurt daily, or
make up a tasty muesli with the nuts added too with oats and
wheat flakes.
Or try this tasty granola bar recipe.
150g porridge oats
150 jumbo oats
100/g butter or coconut oil
4tbsp maple or date syrup
250 g mix seeds and nuts
100g light soft brown sugar
Melt the butter and syrup together, pour into bowl with all
other ingredients. Line a 20cm square baking tray and press
the mixture in nice and firmly. Leave fir an hour before baking
to allow the oats to soak up the butter and syrup. Bake at 160
degrees for approx 20 to 25 mins until golden. Slice while still
warm in the tin, then leave to cool.
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The garden in February
I promised to write about cane fruit
this month. It is still too wet for
serious gardening. I potter out to look
at the early snowdrops in the drizzle
and potter back in again sharpish. I will
spend more time planning new varieties
of plants for the allotment and home
garden. Cane fruit mostly have lax
growth that requires either a hedge to
sprawl through, or post and wire
supports, or a fence to be trained
against.
Many new varieties are completely
thornless, which make the business of
tying them in and picking fruit more
enjoyable. Raspberries, blackberries
and hybrid cane fruit are mostly
biennial, producing smooth new canes
one year that branch and fruit the
following summer, while next years
growth grows from the base of the
plant.
Blackberries are first on the alphabetical list of soft fruit,
but possibly the last you will choose. If you live in the
country, you can have your fill of wild blackberries in the
hedgerows in August and September. However, cultivated
varieties can be thornless, or with large fruit, more intense
flavour or ripen as early as July and earn a place in the kitchen
garden.
Some blackberries like Loch Ness and Waldo are more
compact and erect, with a habit more like a raspberry.
Suitable for smaller gardens they can be grown up a pole. For
decorative qualities as well as compact habit, I shall choose
Loch Maree, with double lilac flowers, tasty fruit and such
stiff habit, it can be grown as a free-standing bush. At the
other end of the scale, Himalayan Giant is so vigorous and
spiny, its growth up a boundary
fence would discourage the
most determined burglar.
Karaka Black has spectacularly
large fruit fully 3cm long, of rich
flavour too.
Raspberries are generally
grown in rows. The more erect
forms are happy being
supported by 2 rows of posts
and wires without needing tying
in, the taller kinds being tied
onto a single support. They will
sucker and new growth will
appear several feet from the
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original row, which will become a
hedge unless you hoe off the
unwanted shoots in spring. Like the
blackberries, the summer kinds are
biennial, but my first choice would be
the annual growing and late fruiting
Autumn Bliss.
Not only can it be grown without any
support as the canes are shorter, but
they will give a long season of
cropping to August to October. You
cut everything to the ground round
about now, so no shilly-shallying
about what to cut and what to leave –
it’s everything off, an easy job to
delegate without regret.
If you leave a few old canes at about
50cm high, they will give you a small
crop in July. The fruit is of medium
size. I have never considered growing
raspberries in a polytunnel, but if I
could and did, I could have Autumn
Bliss raspberries ripening till Christmas.
If you want more summer raspberries for jam and summer
puddings, there are many choices. I wanted a large berry,
such as you see at great expense in small trays in the
supermarket. Good flavour, thornless canes and high yield of
large fruit meant Glen Ample was my first selection. It
requires a good soil to give of its best, so if you are not so
blessed, you will be better off with a tough variety like
Malling Promise.
I rather fancy making a summer raspberry pavlova decorated
with rings of different coloured raspberries. If only I had
more room in the garden, I should include yellow Kiwi Gold,
and purple Glencoe just for this pudding. This is a wild
extravagance – I have seen this variety for sale on-line at
£17.99 for a single plant. If you have only a patio, there are
now dwarf varieties like Yummy only 45cm tall that will
grow in a pot, although at a tenner a plant it will be a while
before it pays for itself.
You may need to develop selective deafness at complaints
that Grow Your Own doesn’t pay or smuggle your purchases
in past the border guard. A tip for shameless and unpopular
spending on garden treasures – hide the label. Bury it with
the plant and make a note of what you planted in a secret
diary. Honesty is essential in good relationships, but this is a
situation where economy of truth might serve you better.
If I had room for only one kind of cane fruit, I shall choose a
hybrid berry, such as a Medana Tayberry, reckoned to be
the tastiest and most prolific of the hybrid berries. It can be
kept out of the way trained along fence wires and makes
excellent jam with a rich flavour.
For decorative effect, and occasional eating, the Japanese
wineberry is rather lovely. A spiny little beast, its spines
glow red in the afternoon sun in a very pretty manner.
Once you embrace your love for the bramble family, there
are many temptations grown for decorative effect only. I
might grow Rubus cockburnianus just for the comic value
of the name and for the winter effect of its white bloomed
canes. Not wishing to do battle with viciously thorny thickets
of white brambles, I choose Rubus Benenden for its bushy
arching thornless habit and large single white flowers. My
fantasy garden grows larger every day… I want to grow
Vetchberry, Dewberry and Boysenberry as well.

My Somerset Home

Little drops of white gold by Jane Earthy
Snowdrops (Galanthus) are at their very best in February,
established colonies carpeting the ground like snow. For
snowdrop addicts, known as Galanthophiles, this scene of
simple Galanthus nivalis, the common single white snowdrop,
is rather passe. They would rather spend their time and not
inconsiderable sums of money cultivating the rarest and
newest varieties. Everyone has their passion of course and it’s
easy to see how snowdrops would ignite an interest when one
takes a closer look at their flower form and colour. The
green (or sometimes yellow) markings inside each bloom are
quite beautiful. However, I prefer seeing them en masse, and
the more common varieties
will spread quickly throughout
the garden sometimes by seed
but mainly by judicious division
of clumps after flowering.
Galanthus nivalis Flore Pleno is
a pretty double flowered form,
its frilly slightly fragrant flowers
belie its ability to cope with any weather and spread just as
rapidly as the single snowdrop. Snowdrop ‘woronowii’ is
larger, with wide leaves, but can colonise easily. ‘Elwesii’ is
known as the giant snowdrop, reaching 20-30 cm high.
Everything about it is bigger than its relatives. Not one usually
found in drifts, it’s still lovely in clumps at the front of a
border. Snowdrops fare best in moist well-drained soil under
deciduous trees or shrubs. As they flower in winter you
should plant them where you can easily see them. If you
missed buying bulbs in autumn, look out for pots of growing
bulbs in Garden Centres.
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You’d like your customers
to buy local?
There are loads of American companies that don’t pay much
tax out there. Which one do you advertise with? Google?
Facebook? Twitter? Instagram?
But here’s the question you have to answer. If you don’t buy
local, why would your customers buy local too? What if they
choose to follow your example?
The Leveller is independent, Somerset owned and Somerset
based. We give you Somerset readers looking to buy from
Somerset businesses. Buy local? Give it a go….
Call Ruth on 07973 758728 or Juliet 07544 737860

Then why don’t you?
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Behind the Wheel by David Young
Car colour choices reflect a dismal year
Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo,
violet. With an entire rainbow of
colours to choose from it is slightly
curious that we Brits tend to prefer
our cars the colour of our skies - Grey.
According to the latest figures from the
Society of Motor Manufacturers and
Traders (SMMT), grey retained its
position as the UK’s favourite new car
colour in 2020. While it was a tough
year for new car registrations overall,
397,197 grey units were sold over the
course of 2020, which means that just
shy of a quarter (24.3%) of all new cars
sold were painted in the shade.
The monochromatic podium was
completed with black and white taking
second and third place. More than six
in ten (61.6%) of all new cars joining
Britain’s roads in 2020 were painted in
these three colours. The rest of the
top 10 remained unchanged, apart from
yellow and bronze which reversed
places. Although when 60% of the new
cars sold are either grey, black or white
it doesn’t leave room for many bright
spots on the morning commute.
Mike Hawes, SMMT Chief Executive,
said, “2020 was a pretty dark year for
the automotive industry and having
grey as the top new car colour
probably reflects the atmosphere. The
sector, however, continues to provide
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valuable mobility, from vans
delivering essential goods to
private cars helping key workers
do their jobs, and click and collect
offers a lifeline for the industry, helping
to keep manufacturing going. It cannot,
however, replace the showroom
experience and the sector has taken
great steps to ensure dealers are
Covid-secure with the flexibility to
manage customer appointments so car
buyers can choose a new car and
colour in a safe environment.”
This isn’t a new trend though. It seems
we’ve developed a bit of a taste for the
serious and restrained when it comes

to car colours. All the way back to the
last century - 1999 to be precise we’ve been very conservative with our
colour choices. It’s been 20 years of
silver, black, white and grey with just a
single touch of blue way back in the
mists of time. You can actually see the
colour draining from our roads as the
once popular blues and reds are pushed
down the list in favour of the
monochrome look.
There are a few little quirks within the
numbers though.
Grey was undoubtedly the top colour
for both petrol and diesel cars, with
248,182 and 84,489 registered
respectively. Unless you have some
means of electric propulsion in your
car. White was in highest demand for
zero emission battery electric vehicles
(BEVs) with 25,689 new registrations,
while black was the most popular shade
for plug-in hybrids (PHEVs) with 17,989
registered.
As well as mixing it up with the colour
choices, that also represents a record

Motoring

At the end of the day it doesn’t really matter what colour
you choose, and we all know that these traditional shades do
make it a little easier to move a car on when you’re done
with it, even if they don’t do much to brighten up the average
traffic jam.
So from now on every 10th driver on the road will be legally
required to paint their car bright purple with yellow spots….

year for electrified vehicles. Despite the dramatic fall in
overall registrations due to Covid, these numbers
demonstrate a significant swing towards electric cars. 2020’s
figures account for more than one in 10 new car
registrations, a hefty step up from around one in 30 in 2019.
There were one or two geographical differences too, but
even these have narrowed in some cases.
Unlike 2019, which saw Scotland and the Channel Islands
bucking the grey trend, in 2020 grey was the unanimous
colour of choice right across the UK. There’s a slight hint of
colour on the Isle of White and up in the Borders, where
blue was the most popular choice. Strathclyde also went its
own way with white taking the top spot. If you want a proper
dash of colour you need to head for the Midlands. It seems
the people of Leicestershire have a thing for pink cars, with
23.7% of the UK’s total registered in the county, while
drivers in the West Midlands were most eager to get their
hands on the orange cars.
While white was the most popular shade for the mini
segment, luxury saloons and executive cars were most likely
to be black. Overall,
there were 106 different
Red - no
distinct colours
registered throughout
the year with the least
popular colour
nationwide being
maroon.
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Reflections of travel writer by Godfrey Hall
Over many years of writing for magazines, newspapers and
now the internet, I have travelled extensively all over the
world. During this time I have met some amazing people
from totem pole carvers in Alaska, puppet makers in Geneva
and penguin experts in Tasmania. In the course of
conversation, people often ask me my favourite country in
the world and also my most memorable experience.
Looking back over the years, there have been some ‘hairy’
experiences when situations have been somewhat precarious
such as the time in Slovenia when high on an icy mountain my
local guide let slip that they were once in the police force and
had learnt how to drive a car in very icy conditions as we
basically skied our way down the mountainside! Then there
was the time when I arrived at a very isolated airport late at
night, the building was almost deserted and the person who
was due to meet me and take me to the hire car was
nowhere to be seen. After talking to an airport official, a
phone call was made and probably around 30 minutes later a
sleepy guy arrived with a friend. I was then taken to a car and
handed papers and keys. To this day I am not sure whether
the car was his or a rental. During my trip I was stopped by
the police but on producing the papers given to me at the
airport, was allowed to continue on my journey.
There was also the time before ‘sat navs’ when I was using
my only map in an isolated part of Europe and it was blown
out of the car window. I screeched to a halt, chased the map
along the road and actually managed to grab it before it was
carried away for good.
I have also had plenty of encounters with animals of all shapes
and sizes. Once in the depths of northern Australia, a
cassowary appeared on a track in front of me. Being totally
unaware of these dangerous creatures, it fortunately took
one look at me and disappeared into the dense bush.
Cassowaries are generally nervous of humans, but if annoyed
can inflict serious injuries. One reference on the internet
makes the comment that cassowaries are sometimes
described as “the world's most dangerous bird”. So looking
back I think I had a lucky escape.
Once whilst travelling on an iconic ship making for the
Caribbean, someone fell overboard and we had to return to
the site of the incident. However after searching for over
eight hours together with other ships and aircraft, no one
was found.
Missing hat
On a lighter note, there is the story of the missing hat
purchased many years ago in Iceland in a rather special shop.
Several years afterwards it went missing but due to the
kindness of the Icelandic people and help from one of their
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daily newspapers, I am
now the proud owner of
several new versions
created from the original
design. For a more indepth look at this, just
Google Godfrey Hall
missing hat (in the
picture to the left).
If I had to really choose
some of my most
memorable experiences they probably would include being
taken around The White House. Organised during the early
nineties by one of the press secretaries to Bill Clinton the
memory of this particular visit will always stay with me.
Secondly, there were my many trips rounding up buffalo in
South Dakota’s Custer State Park. These usually took place at
the end of September when the buffalo were sorted, sold or
returned vaccinated into the park. This trips always coincided
with my birthday and I can vividly remember eating
chocolates and walking through Spearfish Canyon with
colleagues as we prepared for the roundup.
Fighting cows
Thirdly I will always remember experiencing the finals of the
fighting cows of Switzerland, which at the time took place
outside the small village of Aproz in the Valais. My first
experience of Herren cows was on a previous trip when they
were pointed out to me in a field. Rather cantankerous
creatures, they are an ancient and traditional breed. Every
spring in the high pastures, the cows vie for control of the
herd. Locking horns, they can be seen pushing and jostling in
the fields. Smaller and with much tougher skins than many
other varieties these black cows take part in a very unique
event when over 10,000 individuals come together for the
finals of the fighting cows of Switzerland. This annual occasion
involves hundreds of cows with the finals taking place in a
large amphitheatre. Pairs of cows are brought into the ring
and then left on their own. After a few minutes they usually
become agitated and often interlock horns. It is not unusual
for the cows to then stand still for several minutes. Once a
cow backs off, a winner is declared. Eventually the event,
which often goes on late into the evening, comes to an end
when the winning cow is crowned the queen of queens. Top
cows can pass hands for a very large sum of money.
Hopefully once things return to normal, I will be able to bring
you more tales of my trips and travels.
Words and pictures © Godfrey Hall
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Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
Cures for cabin fever

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

Quiz Question Quandary ??????????
Your question for this month: What has the town of Rheine in
Germany have in common with Kansas City, USA? No
cheating please! No wiki anythings or Googles or similar
electronic aids.
Last month we asked you this: 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?
The answer may surprise you.
Only one party leader has
ever led his party to an
January Sodoku answer
election victory with
more than 14 million
votes. And that was John
Major in 1992.

We are all suffering varying degrees of lockdown cabin fever,
loneliness and depression but we must not forget those in far
worse situations than ourselves. Hospital staff, bus and taxi
drivers and shop assistants are among those putting their own
lives at risk for the benefit of others. Worst of all are those
who have lost loved ones to the disease while unable to be
with them at the end.
I want to offer my own contribution towards alleviating the
mind-numbing boredom of the Stay at Home rules. You don’t
have to travel a hundred miles to a beauty spot to set your
mind free so the next two monthly columns will be offering
suggestions that may stimulate your own minds and give
pleasure to others. Even the current rules do not prevent
some outdoor activity and fishing clubs across the country are
experiencing huge interest from beginners to the sport. There
are seven angling clubs within 5 miles of Somerton (https://www.gethooked.co.uk/fisheries/viaduct_fishery )
However this is a computer column so I will leave other
outdoor activities to your imagination - so long as they remain
within the current scientific advice - and start by asking “What
do you know about your family history?”
There are several free genealogy sites available on the Web
such as www.freebmd.org.uk for births, marriages and deaths
or www.familysearch.org the huge international site run by the
Church of the Latter Day Saints (The Mormons) and they do
not try to convert you. Then there are the two titans –
Ancestry from £110 to £140 a year and FindMyPast from £109
to £189 per year. Both have their adherents and it is a matter
of personal choice for those who want to pursue the hobby.
Both sites offer introductory offers if you just want to “try the
waters”. As usual you will find tutorials on the use of both
programs on YouTube.
I have written a number of articles on the subject of digital
photography in this column but nothing about creating
photobooks. My most successful Christmas presents this year
were the photobooks I created on my computer for members
of the family. Once again there are many companies vying for
your custom – Photobox, Snapfish, Vistaprint and Tesco
among others. I chose CEWE at
https://cewe-photoworld.com/ which offers a wide range of
options from £8.99 right up to a leather bound extra-large
coffee table book for £190. You can also add video images
which are accessed by a mobile phone with a QR code reader.
My book contained, on average, 62 photos of varying sizes a
cost of £19.99. Once downloaded, the free program will ask
you to upload any number of images and then suggest an initial
layout which you can change to suit your preferences. You
choose the size and paper quality before placing your order.
Any images that the program considers unsuitable for printing
will be highlighted with reasons for its rejection. It may just
mean that it needs to be printed as a smaller image. These
gifts will live for generations to come. Once again YouTube
offers many video tutorials on the subject of photobooks.
Why have your own web site? Why not? Over the past two
months I have been creating my own personal website at
www.thecuriousvet.co.uk which offers tips and advice on first
aid for your pets, computing both desktop and mobile,
photography, digital painting, cooking, books and music
created by the family as well as a trivia quiz. Take a look, send
me feedback and I will tell you how to do it next month.
Website of the month – More tips on how to cope with
lockdown at https://tinyurl.com/y6cuotn8
Video of the month - https://tinyurl.com/yyzsrlrv - especially
for Labrador lovers
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Birds Make You Happy, It’s Official!

2021 Technology Predictions

by Andre Blacker

Our increasing reliance on technology and its rapidly evolving
nature, means connectivity is at the forefront of daily life for
millions of people. We asked local provider Truespeed to
offer us some predictions about the direction of travel that
broadband provision might take and what that means for us in
2021. This is what they had to say:
The COVID-19 pandemic has seen our reliance on broadband
and technology skyrocket, as we need reliable connectivity in
more aspects of our lives than ever before. With remote
working, home schooling and social activities now taking place
online and under one roof, even the most technological
adverse among us are taking a greater interest in how to
utilise modern technology. As we look ahead to what’s in
store for 2021, there are four main areas that will be making a
big impact on our online lives.
A spotlight on bandwidth
Bandwidth is the amount of data that can travel through an
internet connection at any given time and is a vital component
in broadband. If your broadband connection doesn’t have
sufficient bandwidth capacity, it will struggle to cope with
multiple users trying to get online at the same time. When
thinking about the quality of broadband, most people think of
speeds, but speeds alone won’t get you far – bandwidth will.
Think of bandwidth as a motorway at rush hour. The number
of lanes available can’t cope with the number of cars travelling,
hence traffic jams are caused. Having enough bandwidth gives
you your own private fast lane so you can digitally speed past
the rest of the backed-up traffic. Simply put, if you want a
great broadband, you need a strong bandwidth capacity rather
than just fast speeds alone. And this vital piece of knowledge is
set to be a key factor on a consumer’s purchasing radar.
Home workers’ struggles with spinning wheels and dropped
video calls have led to a surge of interest in what
infrastructure is required to work productively and effectively
from home. Consumers are delving deeper into what kind of
broadband they have and are looking more closely at the fine
print of what their providers should be delivering. With many
people realising there is a stark difference between Fibre-ToThe-Premises (FTTP) and Fibre-To-The-Cabinet (FTTC)
broadband, we’ll see a surge in consumer knowledge and
increasing pressure to roll out the superior ultrafast networks.
As we move into 2021 we will see this translate into home
workers comparing not just upload/download speeds but also
the bandwidth capacity for different packages. As bandwidth
enters the consumer lexicon it will become a key
differentiator for broadband services – following the lead set
by the mobile phone industry where we now all buy our plans
based on data not speeds.
Increased demand for mesh Wi-Fi
Years of confusing claims by some broadband providers mean
there is a general misconception that Wi-Fi speeds will be the
same as those you get when connected directly to a router.
This however is simply not the case. Wi-Fi is transmitted via a
signal throughout a property and can be affected by a number
of different things such as thick walls and router location. As
home working is set to be here for the long term, more
permanent solutions to wide ranging and super reliable Wi-Fi
will be at the top of the tech must-have lists.
To counter the limitations Wi-Fi is able to provide, this year
we will see a surge in the adoption of mesh Wi-Fi systems,
which provide a more stable Wi-Fi connection throughout the
home. An added advantage is that these systems also allow
parents to safeguard their children’s online activities, offering a
range of advanced parental controls. The adoption of these

It is possible to see just over 300 species of birds in Somerset,
ok some are quite rare, and others have only turned up a
handful of times over the last 25 years. But does it really
matter how many birds we are able to see? As it turns out,
from an environmental standpoint, as well as from a
societal/cultural perspective, birds do matter quite a lot. We
have always known that bird diversity is a very good indicator
to the general health of our environment. But now a new
study published by the German Centre for Integrative
Biodiversity Research reveals that, apparently, the more birds
we have around us the happier we are. The study published in
the journal Ecological Economics focused on people living
across Europe and it found that a ‘happiness index’ was closely
correlated with a specific number of bird species.
The study surveyed more than 26,000 adults from 26
European countries and found that the happiest people are
those who regularly experience abundant bird species in their
daily life, or who live in surroundings that are home to
numerous bird species. The researchers were even able to
calculate a monetary ‘bird species value’, it turns out that an
extra 14 species of birds brought as much happiness as earning
an additional £110 a month! This will not be a surprise to
keen ‘birders’ but now it’s official, birds can be as important to
human wellbeing as financial security.
Not alone
This is not an isolated study, although it did not attempt to
measure happiness, a smaller University of Exeter study
published in 2017 found an association between lower levels
of anxiety, depression and stress and the number of birds and
trees people regularly saw. The Exeter study noted that any
birds did the
trick, it did not
matter if they
were common
garden birds, like
Blackbirds,
Robins and
House Sparrows,
or rarer birds
like Black
Redstarts, Hen
Harriers and Red
Kites. It appears people just like seeing birds, the more bird
species the better the health outcome. The Exeter study
found that people that spent time near birds usually
experienced an immediate upswing in general mood that
lasted for several hours.
Investment
These, and other findings, perhaps suggest that we should now
regard every penny spent on bird conservation as an
investment in our own happiness and mental well-being? This
is what is known as a Social Return on Investment or ‘SORI’, a
principle that local planning authorities and health authorities
should be mindful of at a time when conservation
organisations are increasingly strapped for cash. In the past a
major barrier to investment in bird conservation was the
intangible nature of any returns. Now that the evidence is so
compelling, the way to making the towns and villages of
Somerset healthier, happier places to live seems obvious.
Investing in birds specifically and nature in general appears to
be a no brainer.
Andre Blacker is a local ecologist contactable at
moreliaecology@gmail.com
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systems, with their ability to serve all areas of the home, will
coincide with smart appliances such as doorbells, fridges and
TVs becoming more widespread.
Crackdown on misleading broadband advertising
Consumers are bombarded with ‘fibre’ broadband advertising
which in fact are often part fibre and part copper wire
systems – also known as FTTC. These part fibre
infrastructures predominantly advertise their fastest possible
speeds, but only deliver ‘up to’ or ‘average’ speeds. A stark
contrast to the superior full fibre (aka FTTP) networks that
actually deliver guaranteed speeds around the clock.
The importance of consumers knowing the difference
between FTTP and FTTC is vital. Why? It will undoubtedly
help consumers understand exactly what their broadband
provider is offering, provide
realistic service
expectations, aid a more
informed purchase decision
and allow them to choose a
service that meets their
needs.
Therefore, in 2021, driven
by growing industry demand
for less obfuscation, and
home workers becoming more savvy about the quality (or
otherwise) of their broadband service, we will see more
transparency in the marketing of the different types of fibre
broadband. And, over time, a phasing out of misleading
promotional and advertising messages by the part-copper
providers altogether.
Gigabit broadband
Gigabit capable broadband is full fibre or FTTP broadband that
has the ability to deliver speeds of 1Gpbs or 1000Mbps. In
2021 the demand for gigabit-capable broadband will surge as
consumers discover it’s the best long-term solution for everincreasing online demands.
With the recent Connecting Devon and Somerset
announcement that will see government funding help an
additional 56,000 homes get reliable broadband, we’re seeing
a positive trend in the ability to access fit-for-purpose
connectivity. Alongside this, the rollout of independent, gigabit
capable providers such as Truespeed is helping more
communities benefit from full fibre connectivity than ever
before.
This article was written for The Leveller® by Truespeed. They are
currently rolling out a gigabit capable network across the South
West. With a range of packages from £29.99 a month and speeds
up to 900Mbps, there’s a full fibre solution for everyone. To find
out more, visit truespeed.com
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Innovation at Brewhouse attracts new funding
expansion of some of these ground breaking projects
Taunton’s Brewhouse Theatre may have had to close its
HomeBrew will now expand to include a new series of
doors several times over the past 12 months, but it also
professional development services including:
spotted a number of opportunities to diversify into the digital
● Commissions for mid-career SW artists to develop and
space. What exactly does that mean in plain English?
Mainly the “HomeBrew” programme. Great name by the
present ground-breaking new work
way… This was a series of events, supported by the Arts
● A week-long residency for multiple artists culminating in a
Council to introduce new artists to a wider audience using
shared work-in-progress showcase
digital platforms to get to them. One strand was to offer a
● A weekly course for local writers
space for artists; young, old, professional, amateur, aspiring
● Professional development workshops incl. in fundraising,
and everything in between to produce new and original
partnership building and marketing
artwork. It was then displayed in a virtual Community Gallery
● Engagements with under-represented artists
updated every month. At the same time they ran a
Amy Bere, Chief Executive of the Brewhouse Theatre, told
programme of commissions to Somerset-based artists to
us “We are extremely grateful to the Garfield Weston Foundation
create new artistic pieces that are proudly, inherently digital.
for supporting our ambitious plans for the future, with a key
Podcasts, videos, VR, web projects, static pieces or
element of these programmes being recruitment into our
something nobody’s thought of before.
Programme Team to support programme delivery and further
Finally an extension of their celebrated programme of classes
enrich our region’s creativity by offering a vital launchpad to a
and workshops, made available
regional early-career producer.”
online. The response to these
Times may be tough for the
In sunnier times. The Brewhouse has become a
classes was phenomenal and from
performing arts at the present, but
creative hub during lockdown
right across the UK. The
the Brewhouse has once again
Brewhouse offered activities to
shown a way forward and the
keep you healthy, happy and
possibility of artistic renewal beyond
active during lockdown with
lockdown.
online classes including dance,
Given some of the activity and
Pilates, art and music.
innovation the theatre has
All of which has resulted in the
generated, it is almost shameful to
Taunton Theatre securing a
see it completely ignored by
£136,000 grant from the Garfield
Somerset West & Taunton in their
Weston Foundation’s Weston
much vaunted plans for the future of
Culture Fund. This will enable an
our county town.
70

Culture and events

Great Books That
Nearly Never Made It by John Fish
7. The Last Man by Mary Shelley
Mary Shelley loved writing stories and even as a child her
favourite pastime was writing. Mary Shelley is best known for
her novel Frankenstein which was first published anonymously
on 1 January 1818 when she was 20. It was not until 1821 –
when Frankenstein was published as a second edition – that her
name appeared. However there is another novel by Mary
Shelley, first published a few years later in 1826 which was
poorly received and savaged by critics upon publication.
The Last Man could be called a science fiction novel which was
based in a distant 21st century when the world is besieged by
a contagion that sweeps the globe. England is a republic ruled
by the elite. Once the King left the throne and the monarchy
was swept away, a protector was set in place to rule the
country. War ravages Greece and Turkey and then a plague
follows and begins to decimate the human population,
sweeping across the European continent and the Americas.
The story follows key characters fearing they are the last to
survive but, as the title of the book suggests, eventually
humanity comes down to just The Last Man. He wanders the
African and Asian continents in the hope of finding someone
else who has survived. The story ends in 2100, the last year of
the 21st century. Some of the lead
characters are based on her circle of
friends. Shelley herself describes The
Last Man as one of the favourite books
she had written.
To say that The Last Man was not well
received upon its publication by critics
is an understatement! They lashed out
at Mary Shelley, calling it ‘sickening’ and
her imagination ‘diseased’.
The reviews shocked both Mary Shelley
and her publisher Henry Colburn. In
the years leading up to publication
Shelley had plenty of other bad news to
deal with. She dedicated the novel to her husband Percy
Bysshe Shelley who died in a shipwreck four years previously
and to her good friend Lord Byron. He too died two years
before the book was published while fighting for Greece
against the Ottoman Turks.
Fast forward to1965 and The Last Man is reprinted. Finally it
received critical acclaim. And in 2021 it is starting to look
positively prophetic!
John Fish. The Last Word Book Review. @TheLastWord1962
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Well another month has gone by and I don’t need to
remind you that nothing much has changed in the arts
scene.
Another lockdown, three months this time and possibly more.
At least some money has been given to arts organisations
around the county to keep them alive. But alive only in the
sense of being in hibernation rather than actually dead.
With theatres and pubs closed, music venues off limits and
even the simple act of having a coffee and reading a good book
illegal if done in a public place, there is once again no diary this
month. We look forward to a time when we can bring it to
you once again!
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Wells City Band reflects on
a year that wasn’t
Up until March 2020 the life of the Wells City Band was like
any other for a local band. News was starting to come in
about a virus that no one had seen before. They had a concert
planned at the Wells Town Hall to raise funds for the building
alterations at the United Reform Church in Wells. That was
their home for rehearsals.
The concert went very well and a good time was enjoyed by
the Band and the audience. During the day there was an
uneasy feeling about the Band playing. It was a difficult time.
Overall they felt they could not cancel at such a short notice.
However at the end of the concert, the committee made the
decision to cancel all Band activity as the risk to players (and
any audience) would be too high.
A four month lockdown was announced shortly after, so
looking back the committee made a good call. A time came
when once again they could practise. Albeit in gardens with a
group of six players. A robust risk assessment had to be put in
place to include hand sanitising, safe distancing of 2 metres
apart, and not arriving at the same time. Dot Poole, the
Musical Director made lists of six players to practise together,
which took into account a balance of players, where they lived
and the size of garden available.
All great organisation which, in the event, only ran for a short
time before the rules changed yet again. Once more brass
instruments were prevented from being played. The main
concern was about the aerosol spray and the water droplets
emptied from the instruments. Brass Band England have been
a tremendous help throughout in keeping Bands aware of the
up-to-date position for banding. It was imperative to keep
players safe and not spread the virus.
However we can only hope that 2021 marks a new beginning.
Though as I write this, that is still far from clear. The Band are
all looking forward to the day some normality returns and
they can entertain the good folks of Wells once again!

Martock & District U3A by Sandra Winter
Struggling with lack of company? Or were all the activities on
the lockdown ‘to do’ list completed long ago?
Members of Martock & District U3A have been creative in
finding ways to keep connected and continue some activities.
Despite coronavirus restrictions, some groups, including
Gardening, Philosophy, French, German, Ukulele, Recorders
and Cycling have continued to meet regularly via socially
distanced outdoor gatherings when possible, or through the
wonders of Zoom meetings. Other groups, such as the Papercrafting group, have monthly challenges which they can
complete and share photographs of the results if they wish.
There are also virtual coffee chats, a monthly newsletter, a
members only Facebook group where members can share
news and maintain contact, as well as the informal links
formed within the groups, and the website ( see contact
details below.)
A new development is a virtual form of our monthly meetings.
At 2 p.m. there is the opportunity to listen to a monthly
speaker via Zoom on the second Wednesday of each month.
On the fourth Wednesday of each month there will be a
Social Zoom meeting from 2 p.m. which provides an
opportunity to chat and catch up with other members.
In less socially-distanced times, we have monthly meetings at
Martock Parish Hall with interesting speakers and
approximately 30 interest groups covering a wide range of
subjects. The focus is on fun, making friends and pursuing an
interest that appeals to you.
All this for a small membership subscription. Membership is
open to anyone no longer in full-time employment.
Please get in touch if you are interested. Telephone the
Membership Secretary on 07510178094 or email
martocku3amembership@gmail.com. For details about
groups, contact the Groups Secretary at
martocku3agroupssec@gmail.com. Or have a look at the
Martock & District U3A website or, for more information
about the U3A nationally - www.u3a.org.uk

Hope springs eternal
South Petherton Bowls Club has been awarded a grant by Persimmon Homes South West from its Community Champions
fund. The club is eager to see players returning to their sport after a long stretch of enforced closure. Plans are already well
ahead to open for business (well sport) for the first time since March 2020.
The club which boasts 80 members has plans to make the return to play something to celebrate.
ning ahead to make sure all the systems are in place to make their dream a reality.
Treasurer Peter Mottram explained: “we have made major improvements to the club and always keep our green in pristine condition.
We hope to open normally this year.” The £500 grant given to them by Persimmon will certainly help things along.
Each month the Exeter-based builder donates up to £2,000 to community groups across the South West region. Organisations
can apply for funding by completing a simple online form at www.persimmonhomes.com/charity
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2021 is dead, long live 2022
We have two announcements of cancellations of events in the
last month. Firstly, and perhaps not so surprising given the
scale of it, the Glastonbury Festival will give 2021 a miss. The
Festival which these days is a joint effort between Michael
Eavis and daughter Emily, will get back into its swing in 2022.
The announcement was made last month "With great regret, we
must announce that this year's Glastonbury Festival will not take
place. And that this will be another enforced fallow year for us.
Tickets for this year will roll over to next year."
It maybe on a somewhat smaller scale than the festival at
Worthy Farm, but the Axbridge Pageant is taking much the
same approach. The pageant is a two hour long history play
based on the town’s past.
Starting in Romano-Britain it ends in the 21st century. Scenes
include a Saxon v Dane battle, the Lady Day Fair, the
Monmouth Rebellion and the coming of the train and motor
cars. It features a cast of hundreds with many roles behind the
scenes including photographers, dressers, make-up artists,
designers and marshals.
Decision made
The decision to postpone was made by the Axbridge Pageant
Committee on January 18th, when a Zoom meeting was held
to discuss the situation in light of the on-going Covid-19 crisis.
Obviously the event will only proceed in 2022 on the basis
that the vaccination programme, being rolled out over the
Spring and Summer, is a complete success.
If all goes well between now and then, the pageant is set to
take place at 3pm daily over the Bank Holiday weekend of
Saturday-Monday from August 27-29, 2022.

World Horse to reopen
The latest Covid-19 lockdown has delayed World Horse
Welfare’s planned re-opening of its four Visitor Centres until
the Easter holiday. Britain’s largest horse rescue and rehoming
charity includes the Glenda Spooner Farm in Somerton.
Despite the latest lockdown, which is now expected to last
beyond mid-February and possibly longer, their work has not
stopped. Horses in need are still being taken in and all the
horses continue to be looked after on a daily basis by the
charity’s dedicated teams of grooms. Rehoming is a key part of
the work that World Horse Welfare does with rescued
horses once they have been rehabilitated. It is the ultimate aim
for every animal that comes into the charity’s care to be
rehomed. Every horse that is rehomed releases a space at one
of the Rescue and Rehoming Centres for another horse in
need.
Adapted process
During the restrictions over the past year rehoming has
continued, although with an adapted application process and
virtual home visits. Applications for rehoming are still being
welcomed. Find out which horses are currently available and
how to apply for them on our new rehoming website
https://www.worldhorsewelfare.org/rehome
Claire Dickie, Farm Manager at Glenda Spooner Rescue and
Rehoming Centre in Somerton echoes the feelings at all four
centres when she says: “We are very disappointed not to be
welcoming our visitors back to Glenda Spooner Farm until Easter
but the safety of our staff, volunteers and visitors is of paramount
importance. We are fortunate to have been able to continue
rescuing and rehoming throughout the pandemic and, like everyone,
we hope for a return to a more normal way of life very soon."
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Wells Cathedral is bouncing back

Highbridge Seed

As businesses have bounce back loans, grants and other
financial band aids to try and keep them alive, what do you do
if you are a cathedral. With minimal services, no events and
visiting possibilities either restricted or non existent
depending on which bit of lockdown we are in, how does a
magnificent work of art like Wells keep the wolf from the
door? Bear in mind the cathedral Chapter estimates they lost
70,000 visitors during the 2020 lock down. This is not trivial.
There has of course been money from the National Lottery
Heritage Fund and Historic England. But the cost of
maintaining a mediaeval stone edifice is not cheap and certainly
not covered by a grant of £200,000 however generous it
might have been. Anyway the good folks in charge of running
the cathedral, The Dean and Chapter, have put together a
Bounce Back Appeal to raise funds to bridge the financial gap
caused by the closure of the building for events and public
worship because of COVID 19.
And they are doing rather well.
Donations have poured in from the community and local
organisations such the Somerset Freemasons, the Masonic
Charitable Foundation, the Sanderson Foundation, and the
Friends of Wells Cathedral.
They have raised over £100,000 to date. “It is simply brilliant
to be able to report that we have now passed the £100,000
mark,” said the Dean, John Davies. “Through the generosity of
so many, near and far, who value the ministry of Wells
Cathedral. The Chapter and I express the warmest possible
thanks.”
Given the continuing pandemic, and the considerable financial
pressures that places on them, they have decided to keep the
appeal open, with an ambitious future target of £150,000.
If you’d like to contribute to the campaign you can send a
donation by cheque payable to “Wells Cathedral” and send to
Development Office, Wells Cathedral Offices, Chain Gate,
Cathedral Green, Wells, Somerset BA5 2UE. Or by bank
transfer in favour of:
Payee Name: The Chapter at Wells Cathedral
Account No: 52164330
Sort Code: 60-23-06

With the end of lockdown nowhere in sight, opportunities
for local artists to earn a living a few and far between. Seed
are offering a lifeline.
So who are Seed?
It is a collaboration between
Homes in Sedgemoor,
Community Council for Somerset,
Bridgwater Senior Citizens Forum,
Somerset Film; and
Bridgwater Town Council.
Seed is also part of Arts Council England’s Creative People
and Places programme (CPP) and is based in The Engine
Room, Bridgwater.
So what’s happening now?
The search is on for community-based artists and artworkers
to deliver new creative activities for the community in the
Highbridge area in 2021.
Through a multi-stage consultation process, Seed has found
that there is a great local appetite for activities that enable
people to come together as a community and be creative.
Seed Director Scott O’Hara explains “People we spoke to in
and around Highbridge are keen for opportunities to engage in
creativity where they live and work - whether in their homes,
around their local neighbourhoods or in the wild spaces and
natural environment around the town. We are looking for local
community-based artists and people experienced in local arts
practice to help us to make that happen as soon as possible after
lockdown.”
Roll up, roll up
Artists can propose activities which match the priorities set
out in Seed’s commissioning call for expressions of interest,
and fees of up to £10,000 are available. There is no fixed
deadline, with proposals being accepted until 30 June 2021, or
when the total budget allocation of £30,000 is exhausted.
Smaller proposals up to £2,000 are encouraged.
The full expression of Interest document can be found here:
https://seedsedgemoor.com/opportunityinhighbridge/

Space to take a walk
Glastonbury Abbey's 36 acres of grounds have been a place
of exercise, reflection and calm throughout the COVID-19
pandemic. Apart from the full lockdown in early 2020 the
abbey has been able to make the grounds available to visitors
so that local people can enjoy the peace and tranquillity that
the space has to offer. In August 2020 there were even some
very popular reduced capacity events such as Night at the
Abbey and One Enchanted Evening. Whilst visitor numbers
have significantly dropped due to the spread of the virus,
Glastonbury Abbey are doing all they can to continue to offer
a safe outdoor space for the general public to enjoy and look
forward to the opportunity to host an array of events again
as restrictions ease.
While the abbey awaits further guidance about future
restrictions the staff are working tirelessly to provide a safe,
secure space for local visitors and members to enjoy in the
meantime. At the time of writing the inside spaces such as St.
Patrick's Chapel, the 14th Century Abbot's Kitchen and
museum are closed to visitors but the grounds are open and
offer a spectacular open space right in the centre of
Glastonbury to exercise, relax, walk the dog or explore in
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your own time. Please check the website for opening times
before visiting.
Charity
As an independent charity, Glastonbury Abbey relies almost
entirely on visitor income to maintain and conserve the
grounds and ruins for public benefit. In order to raise much
needed funds the Glastonbury Abbey Recovery Appeal was
launched where members of the public can adopt an artefact
from the abbey collection or make a one time donation to
the abbey. For details of how you can support the abbey at
this time please visit https://appeal.glastonburyabbey.com.
Membership is a great way of supporting the abbey at this
time and benefits you with free entry on the days it is open
and also offers further benefits by the way of shop and cafe
discounts, monthly digital magazine, discounted events for
"plus" members and more. At less than £1 per week for an
adult member, membership is great value and assists by
supporting the abbey with its more than £3000 per day costs.
You can find out more about Glastonbury Abbey
membership and the recovery appeal
at www.glastonburyabbey.com.
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Flag Day
The Good Lord alone knows if and when and what we will be
allowed to do on May 11. As a rule of thumb, listen to
everything the prime Minister says, and assume the opposite
will happen. That usually seems to be the safest course of
action.
So what to do on Somerset Day? In the immortal words of
Evelyn Waugh “put out more flags”. The organisers of
Somerset Day are hoping that this year the county will be
turned into a sea of Somerset flags. Whether it’s the
distinctive Somerset flag with its bright red dragon waving
from a flagpole, or your own painted picture in your front
window, this is the time to be Flying the Flag for Somerset.
And many towns will already have a stock of flags ready to go.
The amazing flags that adorn Langport High Street every
summer (one of which is now residing at a V&A exhibition) or
the themed flags put out by Ilminster. There really is no
excuse for the county not to have all of its banners unfurled.
It is one of the few things we can do that need not be
impacted by the COVID 19 restrictions.
And with all the restrictions that may or may not prevent
other activities, what better way to show solidarity with our
county than to fly the flag?
Somerset Day founder Nigel Muers-Raby tells us “We’d love to
see Somerset turned into a sea of flags – flying from public
buildings, flagpoles in towns and villages, or bunting in your front
garden. Over the next few weeks and months we’ll be putting
ideas and suggestions onto our website as to how people can get
involved, including templates for creating your own flag.”
Between now and 11th May, Somerset Day’s website,
www.somersetday.com and its social channels will be updated
with new information on how everyone can take part.
75

Culture and Events

The writing never stops

Minehead Literary Festival

There are some professions and trades that obviously have to
stop in a lockdown. But the job of a writer, you might think,
well that should carry on as ever. But if you are a memoir
writer by trade, how exactly does that work when you and
your client are both in lockdown?
Mandy Bloom says she has been keeping busy in recent
months with a number of print projects for clients, including a
family history and an illustrated book of children’s stories.
Although she likes to meet clients face to face, of course you
can still get much of the information you need by phone and
email and occasionally via Zoom.
Enough at any rate to be able to help an older family member
to produce her travel journals and life story from the
“comfort” of her own bubble.
More leisure
As we all live a little longer and have more leisure time,
writing memoirs is no longer the stuff of the landed gentry.
And with electronic publishing and publishing on demand,
these days anyone who wants to can do it.
Mandy’s role as a memoir writer is to help with any and all
steps in that process. She provides support for anyone
embarking on the first stages of a self-penned memoir. But
also helps with some of the more technical side of life too,
things like text and photo editing, book design and end
printing.. During lockdown she helps some of her clients
through the process with a mentoring service. Asking
questions, giving suggestions and feedback, all arranged and
exchanged by email or post. She has to work in lots of media.
Either handwritten or typed documents of course but also
transcribing audio recordings for those who prefer spoken
storytelling.
Daunting
The prospect of
writing a book
can seem
daunting initially,
but making a start
is the hardest
part. There are
many ways
Photo credit Clay Banks
prospective
writers can take
the first step, for example in one session, they could sit down
and write down everything they know about their
grandparents and their family homes, or simply describe a vivid
memory from childhood. This could be something exciting
they remember, a sad or traumatic event, or Christmas or a
birthday – it is often the small details that are of greatest
interest. Another starting point can be to look through old
family photographs or even love letters and use them as a
memory prompt. These can be scanned into the book as
illustrations at a later date.
No right answer
There is no minimum length for a memoir and while most
people decide to order ten or more printed copies of their
book, some clients only want one.
Of course like all of us, Mandy hopes it won’t be too long
before she can meet people in person again. You can’t beat
face to face contact to know your subject and help get the
best from them.
You can find out more about Mandy and her momoir writing
service at www.mandybloom.co.uk
email: enquiries.mandybloom@gmail.com
Phone: 01963 361 595

The constant uncertainty is unhelpful. Plans for the next
Minehead Literary Festival are inevitably on hold for the
moment. However, as Wells found out last year, that does not
mean abandoning everything for another year.
Specifically Minehead are promoting their annual and popular
short story competitions. The theme for 2021 is Hope and
heaven knows we need some of that. The theme, as is the way
of these things, may be interpreted as widely as your creative
muses permit!
As ever there are three age specific categories and an adults
category to enter in.
All entries must be received by April 5th 2021 and results
publicised w/b May 3rd 2021. Once short-listed, adult and
children’s entries will be judged by well-know published
authors, whose names will be confirmed shortly.
Further details, including rules and entry forms for children
and adults can be found at
https://www.mineheadliteraryfestival.org/short-storycompetition or call Janet at 01643 822097 or for children’s
entries contact Helen helentompson@aol.com
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Lockdown Lecture Series
The South West Heritage Trust is launching a ‘Lockdown
Lecture Series’ for history fans. The Trust is responsible for
some of Somerset’s outstanding museums, such as the Rural
Life Museum in Glastonbury and the County Museum in
Taunton. With no visitors, it has been a difficult time for our
museums.
This new programme will be delivered via Zoom throughout
February and March. A range of speakers will cover topics
from the landscape and ranging in date from the Romans to
the Regency.
For instance on 18 February, journalist Martin Hesp (pictured
below) will present an evening of entertaining and uplifting
stories about Somerset’s diverse landscapes. He will recount
anecdotes from 40 years of walking and writing in the West
Country.
Professor Stephen
Rippon is a Landscape
Archaeologist at the
University of Exeter. He
will discuss the South
West in the Roman
period with a focus on
the Blackdown and
Quantock Hills.
Historian and author Dr
Ian Mortimer offers a
chance to engage with
the sights, sounds,
smells and experiences
of Regency Britain. Dr Mortimer will explore his most recent
book 'The Time Traveller's Guide to Regency Britain' (2020).
Lockdown Lecture Series
Walking the Somerset Landscape with Martin Hesp – 18
February 7.30 pm
The South West in the Roman Period with Professor Stephen
Rippon – 4 March at 7.30 pm
A Time Traveller’s Guide to Regency Britain with Dr Ian
Mortimer – 18 March 7.30 pm
To find out more and book go to:
swheritage.org.uk/heritage-online
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Wells Festival of Literature caters
for every age group by Dorothy Wright
After a brief pause following the hugely successful hybrid
Festival in October, volunteer members of the Wells Festival
of Literature committee have begun work preparing for the
2021 event which will take place at Cedars Hall in Wells from
15 to 23 October. Some very talented and entertaining
authors are currently being invited to speak in October.
Even before then, the action begins when the Festival’s
International Competitions (Short Story, Open Poetry, Book
for Children and Young Poets) opens to one and all on 1
April.
Looking forward
And, thanks to the support and generosity of the Festival’s
audiences (both live and virtual), and its sponsors and Friends,
the organisers were able to carry on with their charitable
work in Somerset schools and colleges throughout 2020. They
are looking forward to continuing this year - as soon as the
current restrictions are over.
To find out more about the educational work undertaken
through the Festival's funding, and to see updates on 2021, go
to the website: www.wellsfestivalofliterature.org.uk

Starting later
As Burns night has just passed it seems appropriate to
comment on “the best laid plans of mice and men”….or in this
case, Concerts in the West. Nothing this year is going to be
straightforward. But after 2020 we have at least learned to
expect the unexpected, and plan accordingly.
Concerts in the West have had to make more changes to the
planned concerts for 2021! And its only February….
They decided that it would not be feasible to start live
concerts in April but are ever hopeful that May will be possible.
Publicity
In the meantime, as the main purpose of the organisation is to give exposure in
the West Country to young musicians playing their trade and looking for an
audience, they have asked musicians who have played on a Concerts in the
West bill to let them know if they have released recordings recently or if they
have a project they would like to publicise.
It drew a fascinating response, lost of music to seek out and try – but also a
testimony to the quality of performers that Concerts in the West is able to
attract. Take a look at these:
Kamila Bydlowska has been recording the Griller Violin Concerto which has
just been released. Kamila performed for CinW in 2015 and 2017 and is due
back this coming May. www.kamilabydlowska.com
The Maxwell Quartet has just brought out a new Haydn CD on Linn Records CKD 602. The Maxwell Quartet came to CinW in 2017.
Irish music
Cellist Carina Drury’s new CD - Irlandiani - explores the musical landscape of
18th century Ireland, combining baroque cello sonatas by Italian composers
who lived in Ireland with Irish tunes from the 18th century, in collaboration
with Irish flautist Eimear McGeown. Carina played for us with the Kruger
Quartet in 2016.
The Consone Quartet have toured twice for
CinW in 2015 and 2019. As part of the BBC
New Generation Scheme, you can hear their
latest recording of Fanny Mendelssohn's String
Quartet here. They recorded the piece back in November at the BBC Maida Vale Studios.
Meanwhile the first planned concert for the 2021 series is now penciled in. It will feature the
Trio Klein, that’s Kamila Bydlowska violin - Shiry Rashkovsky viola (pictured left) - Ella Rundle
cello. They will be performing on 14 may at Bridport Arts Centre - 11.30am & later at the
Ilminster Arts Centre - 7.30pm. On the 15 may they perform at The Dance House, Crewkerne 7.30
All venues will be following the COVID safety guidelines required at the time. Please email me at
concertsinthewest@gmail.com if you have any queries and to get tickets.
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“All Somerset’s A Stage”:
Remembering Henry Irving Of
Keinton Mandeville
Somerset Snippets by JB Seatrobe
Sir Henry Irving, one of Britain’s most celebrated actors, and
the first to be knighted, was born in Keinton Mandeville on 6
February 1838, as plain John Brodribb (he later changed his
name to Henry Irving for professional reasons). However, by
1842 the family had moved to Bristol, and shortly after, when
his parents moved to London, young John was sent to live
with an aunt near St Ives, Cornwall, not rejoining them in the
capital until 1849.
So, just how ‘Somerset’ was Irving? In February 1905, he
concluded a speech at a Bath event in his honour by declaring
that he was “a Somerset man.” On his death on 13 October
1905, Somerset newspapers were quick to claim him, with
anecdotes of the Brodribbs’ Somerset life and his own later
connections with the county.
Irving assessed his ‘Somersetness’ in a speech to the Liverpool
Somersetshire Society at the Adelphi Hotel on 29 November
1904. His memories of his birthplace “were rather vague”,
and he had only revisited Keinton Mandeville once, when “I
was shown a stone edifice supposed to be my old home… The
place was quite unfamiliar to me” and he doubted “the
authenticity of that ancient dwelling.”
One reason was the lack of any memorial on it: “It is significant
that the spot is marked by no colossal bust, no trophy for triumphal
show. I do not hear that even a mural adorns the walls which may
have stifled the uproar of my infantile protests against the
discomforts of being washed. Mind you, I don’t say this in any spirit
of resentment. Don’t suppose that I am suggesting that you should
organise a subscription and set off to Keinton Mandeville in a body
to repair any oversight on the part of the local authorities. After all,
the historical evidence is doubtful; and it would be awkward to affix
a mural table to that old house, only to find the tradition
extinguished by some conscientious archaeologist who proved that
my early minstrelsy never made those rafters ring.”
Following his death, local papers reported that such a
memorial should be organised. It took 20 years, but a
subscription drive was initiated by a Mr Green-Armytage of
Bath, who reported a “fairly good” response, especially from
the acting profession, but he complained that “the people of
Somerset have shown little interest in the memorial.”
Sir John Martin-Harvey, a long-time actor colleague of Irving,
unveiled a tablet above the front door of what was by then
called Irving House on 31 October 1925. He declared “that
not only the present men and women of Somerset but generations
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to come shall know where this great man was born.” The Taunton
Courier said: “In many
quarters it has been felt
that the absence of such
a memorial was almost
a reproach to his native
shire”, and this
unveiling “can only be
regarded as the
discharge of a debt that
is long overdue.”
Over time, this
memorial became
worn, and in 2010,
two professional
actors from Frome, husband-and-wife duo of Jeremy Burnham
and Veronica Strong, planned a new plaque. This was
supported by the Irving Society, the actors’ union Equity, and
the parish council, and SSDC approved a blue plaque on what
is a Grade II listed building. It was agreed that the existing
1925 memorial need not be removed. The new plaque was
unveiled on 6 February 2011, the anniversary of Irving’s birth,
by the actor Richard Briers.
This story demonstrates how local communities can, even
with outside prompting and support, claim their native
celebrities as part of their own heritage, especially when they
are people of national or international renown. Many physical
memorials celebrate Irving in London (including burial in
Westminster Abbey) and elsewhere, but the two memorials
on his Keinton Mandeville birthplace cement his Somerset
roots.
© JB Seatrobe (Barry K Winetrobe & Janet Seaton) 2021
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Walters Words of
Wisdom
The vanity of our Prime Minister knows no
bounds. He constantly craves to be compared
to Churchill and has been repeatedly
disappointed that no-one else seems able
to see the resemblance. But reading
Walter Bagehot, it seems that there might
be comparisons to be made, flattering ones too, with
Gladstone. Here is how Walter saw it:
The PM And The People
Mr. Gladstone’s speech at Greenwich marks a new era in English
politics,—not that it is for him a very great speech, and still less
that it is the speech of a statesman as such,—if it had been, in that
place and delivered to such an audience it would probably have
been a great mistake and a sad failure,—but that it marks the
coming of the time when it will be one of the most important
qualifications of a Prime Minister to exert a direct control over the
masses—when the ability to reach them, not as his views may be
filtered through an intermediate class of political teachers and
writers, but directly by the vitality of his own mind, will give a vast
advantage in the political race to any statesman.
We are not saying that the power of addressing twenty-five
thousand people for two hours, and holding their attention and
interest in spite of plenty of hostile elements in the great crowd, is
one which above all others we delight to see in a leading statesman.
[“Mr. Gladstone and the people”, The Economist, 4 Nov 1871]
More information on Walter can be found at
https://sites.google.com/site/walterbagehotlangport/
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