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Road Rage
What is going on with the contract for repairing our roads?
At their most basic, the principles of business are not
complicated. It all starts with a purchase order. That
confirms that you the buyer want the goods. The supplier,
whether it is a service or a product then tells you how
much it will cost. If you agree, you go ahead with the
transaction. The goods or service(s) are then delivered.
This is something that is often easy to check when it is
goods, a little more difficult when it is a service. But
essentially the purchaser will want to make sure that what
they wanted to be done, has indeed been done. Once that
is established, the purchaser pays the supplier.
Sunrise with grebe. Photo credit Len Copland
All clear? Unfortunately some of these basic principles
have not been working so well in the contract that Somerset County Council (SCC) have had with Skanska since April 2017.
The Leveller® understands the contract is worth around £30m a year and under it Skanska look after the highways and byways
of Somerset (except the motorways and trunk roads which are contracted out by Highways England; though in Wiltshire,
Dorset, Gloucester and Somerset that is also with Skanska)). The view that things are not working so well comes from an
internal audit report prepared by SWAP, SCC’s internal auditor.
Last month we pointed out that this audit was carried out at management’s request (Turn to page 24)
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Message from the
High Sheriff of Somerset
To all the Volunteers for the Vaccination Programme
I would like to introduce myself as the High Sheriff of Somerset.
As High Sheriff, I am concerned with the maintenance of law
and order and I take a keen interest in the security, safety and
welfare of those living in the county. When I heard of the need
for volunteers for the Vaccination Programme, I played a very
small part by spreading the word through social media.
You, on the other hand, are one of a tremendous 1100 people
who have signed up to volunteer, helping in 20 centres across
the county, including Primary Care Hubs, GP surgeries, Taunton
Race Course and the Bath & West Showground. This work is
urgent, integral and essential to the physical and mental welfare
of everyone in Somerset. To be successful, this Programme
means getting the vaccine into everyone’s arms as quickly and
efficiently as possible. This will only be achieved by a huge and
unprecedented mobilisation of concerted effort. The fact that
you have volunteered in such numbers and with such
enthusiasm is why it will work.
Somerset has been so successful already. On 11 February, the
Health Service Journal published the county results, and with
93.4% of over 70s and 96.3% of over 80s receiving their first
jab, Somerset topped the list! This is fantastic. This
achievement is a huge credit to all the Volunteers and to
Somerset County Council and Somerset NHS Foundation
Trust.
I want to recognise you and thank you wholeheartedly for all
the work you are doing. You know the enormity of the task
ahead. We are not talking about a two week race here. This is
going to be a 9 month marathon, at a sprint. You are giving
your time, with patience, tolerance and good
humour. I want to thank you for stepping up to
the challenge to serve the people of Somerset in
this magnificent way.
With my very best wishes,
Mary Clare
Mary Clare Rodwell
https://highsheriffsomerset.org.uk/

Letters to the editor
Dear Editor
I live at Tengore Farm, Tengore Lane and have just completed a
thorough purge of the Lane as regards litter/fly tipping. I have
piled that rubbish up in a gateway just down the lane with a sign
saying “Litter from Tengore Lane”. I have separated out the
cans and bottles (most are alcohol related, which is another
story in itself) and erected a few polite signs along the lane. I
have lived here for nearly 60 years and therefore have a great
affinity for the area.
The public only see a small amount of litter at any one time because most of it gets swept away into fields and hedgerows and
forgotten about. This is an opportunity to highlight the magnitude (and possibly expand on the theme) of the problem bearing in mind that even now more litter lurks there unseen in the
undergrowth.
I did a similar exercise some years ago as reported in the press
at the time.
Les Lock
Langport
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Letters to the Editor
Dear Sir,
I have just read the latest copy of your publication which is
admirable in its clarity and breadth.
I am an expat from Devon who now lives in Wells. I am
88 and like to many of us in a depressing situation daily, and
there is only so much information that I can take in.....
I found that perhaps if The Leveller could find a page or part
page to have a bit of lightness and humour. I am not
suggesting imitating Private Eye (which I read all the time) but
a smile now and then could be better than the lugubrious
style of the BBC.. Somebody in your office must have a sense
of the ridiculous. Read Hansard for instance.....
Ever hopeful......
Bob French
Wells
Dear Editor
One of the mantra’s of this Government has been that after
Covid the Government will “build back better”. On Friday an
example of what the Conservatives mean by build back better
will make progress as bids to become a “free port zone” are
submitted. A free port zone is an area up to 45km from a
port, not necessarily continuous, where the usual customs,
planning and tax measures will not apply. Within the zone a
new factory would not have to pay stamp duty on the land,
or on the purchase of a building. Tax breaks will be given for
construction and machinery costs. Business rates are waived
and no National Insurance would be payable on employees
earning less than £25k. Locally a bid for a Bristol free port is
being submitted. Extraordinarily, the Somerset Councils
within their “Recovery and Growth Plan” who are reliant on
Business Rates and Grants from Government funded by tax
income, have expressed support for this bid. These same
Councils who purport to support local business’s, that as
they pay their taxes, will be undermined by free ports.
Councils who express care for their Communities but will
have much reduced planning control over what is built within
these zones. It seems the lessons from Grenfell of what can
happen with relaxed planning and building regulations have
yet to be learnt. The government is also actively exploring a
new, simpler framework for environmental assessment for
these zones.
The EU has started to clamp down on the free ports within
its jurisdiction, over concerns about tax evasion, corruption
and crime. Developing our own UK havens for criminal
activities is presumably one of the much-heralded benefits of
Brexit. The Government may regard this as “build back
better” - I see this as a further example of how this
Conservative Party continues to undermine Government and
support corruption. What is the chance of Recovery and
Growth within the wider community when undermined by
tax free zones?
Cllr. Alison Barkshire
Green Party
Frome
Dear editor
A major landmark has been passed in developing All Saints’
Church in Castle Cary into a multi-purpose community space
with the re-roofing of the building being completed despite
the pandemic.
Five years ago it was very clear that major work needed
doing to make the medieval parish church of All Saints’ in
Castle Cary watertight. After a public meeting the church
council decided to go ahead with the repairs and develop the
building as a multi-purpose community space. A development
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group was formed to head up the project and now the first
stage of this project is almost complete.
Roof repairs on a building like All Saints’ are not particularly
visible but there was no point in developing the inside until
they had been done. New slates and gutters, high level stone
repairs and repainted drainpipes, are not exciting but they
were essential. Now the scaffolding is coming down and the
group is turning its attention to improving the access and
heating and to making the interior more flexible.
The roof repairs have cost £160,000. A lot was raised by
events such as exhibitions and concerts. Hundreds of people
contributed to the 2019 Festival of Stars. There were also
grants from Viridor Credits, Allchurches Trust, Somerset
Churches Trust, the Congregational and General Charitable
Trust, and the National Churches Trust. Possible donors
always want to know that a local community is playing its part
and people in Castle Cary and Ansford did that with
generous donations and support.
Two repairs remain to be done. Water damage has been
discovered in the vestry roof and that now needs fixing. And
the ornate pinnacles on the tower need to be made secure.
The church has some grants towards these but needs
another £10,000 for each one.
Any help would be welcome. Go to
castlecaryallsaints/support-us.
Revd David Osborne
Castle Cary
Dear Sir
Proposed changes to Crewkerne and Ilminster schools
Here are some things that you will know and which
headteachers and Somerset County Council (SCC) personnel
will not tell you because everyone is playing cards close to
their chest.
1. For SCC to announce any changes to the school system
in the area during a pandemic shows a distinct lack of
empathy (for parents, pupils and teachers, who all need
stability) or it shows a desire to shove through changes when
people are worried about other things
2. The point no one is mentioning: Wadham is in serious
debt rumoured to be between £1m and £2m
3. For Wadham to be in such debt three groups of people
have allowed this to happen – the board of governors at the
school, the Diocese and SCC itself. Appalling.
4. Wadham should have closed their 6th Form years ago,
instead it remains open and pupils are lured to stay with an
offer of £300 a year? Where is this monry coming from?
5. Many local parents choose to send their children to
Holyrood, Stanchester, Beaminster or Huish Episcopi to
avoid Wadham. The school should address this – it would
then perhaps not be in financial trouble.
6. Parents of secondary aged pupils have long wanted
secondary provision in Ilminster and dislike sending their
children to Crewkerne
7. SCC spent in the region of £71k for an independent
review of the current 3 tier system in 2019 in order to
suggest alternatives. The latest proposal uses none on the
nine models put forward by this review. What a waste of
public money!
8. SCC wasted further hundreds of thousands of pounds in
taking the decision to allow Swanmead to academise to the
High Court where it was ruled to be an “irrational decision”.
This tactic now means that SCC can dictate what happens to
Swanmead.
9. The new proposal will mean the closure of Misterton
First School, the changing of Maiden Beech, Ashlands,
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Letters / Public Notices
Swanmead and Greenfylde beyond recognition. These
changes will cost in excess of £12m. Where is this money
coming from.
10. Crewkerne cannot support 3 primary schools – which is
what the proposal suggests. There are not enough children to
do so. This will mean eventually, the withering of one of the
schools
11. Why throw £12m at a £1m problem? This is irrational.
12. None of the schools in the proposal that may have to
change have ever been anything but Good or Outstanding in
OFSTED inspections.
13. Wadham has previously been in Special Measures – it is
the weakest link.
14. Why should well-functioning schools in the area be made
to close or change to sort Wadham’s problems. This is
unjust.
Regards
A furious parent.
B Sparks, Crewkerne
We put these points to Somerset County Council. Cllr Faye
Purbrick, Cabinet Member for Education and Transformation
at Somerset County Council said: “This is an incredibly
important decision and we know parents and members of the
community feel very passionate about their schools. We’d like to
thank the parent for writing a letter, but would also like to address
its inaccuracies. First and foremost, I’d like to reiterate we are
absolutely committed to ensuring every Somerset young person
receives the best quality education - that is always the heart of our
decision-making. It’s incredibly important we get this right for those
attending school today, and in future.
The Crewkerne/Ilminster school review isn’t a new process. For
years we have been engaging with schools, communities and
independent bodies to help shape its future direction. Pupil
numbers in the area are too low to sustain the way schools are
currently organised which means we’ve had to take steps to secure
high education standards our young people deserve and ensure
schools are financially sustainable.
Wadham School’s deficit is widely known and is openly available to
view in our proposals. This deficit is a direct consequence of the
current structure – three tier systems are only financially viable if
there are enough pupils in the area. Too few pupils mean
increasing costs, a detrimental effect on the curriculum delivered
and worse children outcomes. Historically the Council has cleared
this school debt, which only solved the issue in the short-term. This
cannot continue.
Crewkerne and Ilminster have good schools, with Wadham School
the highest performing school in the area for GCSE results.
Although no one could have foreseen the pandemic, it’s only
heightened the need to ensure education systems are fit for
purpose, giving our young people the best chance in reaching their
full potential.
At all times, we’ve been open and transparent in our decisionmaking. We’ve reviewed the current system and worked up
recommendations and proposals over years and as part of that
process, nine models were put forward. Further consultation
provided essential information about what’s important to the
community. Information is regularly published online and we’ve
held a number of public meetings inviting feedback.
To be clear, changing the Crewkerne/Ilminster school tier system
will not cost anywhere near the £12m cited. Our proposals set out
estimates which are a fraction of this sum. And to further set the
record straight, the High Court judged our legal challenge in the
Swanmead School case to be entirely justified. Therefore, there
were no costs to Somerset County Council.
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Public Notice
At the end of February the Government published their view
of the roadmap out of lockdown. We thought it would be
helpful as an aide memoire to publish the key dates and events
as announced.
8 March: pupils and students in all schools and further
education settings can safely return to face-to-face teaching.
Students on university courses requiring practical teaching, will
also return but all others will need to continue learning online.
People will also be able to meet one person from outside their
household for outdoor recreation.
29 March: the Rule of Six will return outdoors, including in
private gardens. Outdoor meetings of two households will also
be permitted.
Legal requirement not to leave home lifted.
Outdoor sports facilities – such as tennis and basketball
courts, and open-air swimming pools – will be able to reopen
12 April: non-essential retail will reopen, as will personal care
including hairdressers and nail salons.
Indoor leisure facilities such as gyms will re-open, as will
holiday-lets, but only for use by individuals or household
groups.
Public libraries and community centres will open.
Re-opening of pubs and restaurants for outdoor service
17 May: You will be able to see your friends and family
indoors - subject to the Rule of Six or the meeting of two
households.
Pubs and restaurants open indoors
Cinemas and children’s play areas, hotels, hostels, and B&Bs
allowed to open.
Theatres and concert halls will be allowed to open their
doors. Subject to capacity limits depending on the size of the
venue. Sports stadia allowed to hot events with crowds in
attendance also subject to capacity trestrictions.
21 June: Remove all legal limits on social contact, and on
weddings and other life events.
Enable large events such as theatre performances above the
limits outlined above, potentially using testing to reduce the
risk of infection.
Subject to:
The Government has pointed out that these milestone dates
are an intention but subject to review and revision in the
event that circumstances change.
Specifically they state they can’t rule out re-imposing
restrictions at local or regional level if evidence suggests they
are necessary to contain or suppress a new variant which
escapes the vaccines.
There must be evidence that the vaccine deployment
programme continues successfully.
Infection rates do not risk a surge in hospitalisations which
would put unsustainable pressure on the NHS.
The assessment of the risks is not fundamentally changed by
new variants of Covid that cause concern.
The Council’s Cabinet will meet on 17 March to make a final
decision. If at that point it’s decided proposals will progress, we will
be in a position to advise further.”
Something to tell us? We welcome letters from readers and
we always read the letters, emails etc that you send us. Sadly
we cannot publish them all. Email: levellereditor@gmail.com
Write to: Letters to the editor, Leveller Publishing Group,
Great Western House, Westover, Langport TA10 9RB
But remember we will neither publish nor respond to letters
that are sent in anonymously.

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/

The Somerset Day
15 March
Sunrise 6.24 am
Sunset 6.16 pm
15 April
Sunrise 6.16 am
Sunset 8.07 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
these markets were going ahead as usual. Obviously be aware
that may change, but for now food outlets are allowed to
continue selling as before. But please observe the social
distancing advice as far as possible.
Barrington Producers Market: Village Hall, 4th Saturday of the
month 10am - 12 noon.
Bridgwater Castle Market: Fore Street Friday 9am-2pm
Castle Cary Market: Market Place, Tuesday 8.30am-2.00pm
Churchinford Village Market, Village Hall, 1st Saturday of the
month 10am-12noon
Drayton Market: Village Hall, 3rd Saturday of the month,
10am-12 noon
Frome Independent. High Street 1st Sunday March-December
Glastonbury Country Market:: Town Hall, Tues 9am-12.30pm
Glastonbury
Farmers Market: Market Cross 4th Saturday of
by Paul Adamson
the month 9am - 2pm
Moon Phases
Hatch Beauchamp Produce Market: Village Hall 2nd Saturday
First Quarter 21st March /
morning of the month
Full 28th March
Ilminster - Market Square every Thursday 8am-2pm
Last quarter 4th April / New
Langport produce market: Town Square, last Friday of the
Moon 12th April
month 10.0am to 2pm
Planets
Langport Country Market: All Saints Hall, Thursday 9.00The motion of the Mars takes
11.00am
it into the Constellation of
Langport Vintage Market: Town Square 10.00am-4,00pm 2nd
Gemini during April and the
Saturday
Planet sets at 1.30am, Jupiter
Martock Farmers Market: 2nd Saturday 10am - 1pm North St.
and Saturn rise in the early
North Curry: Village Hall, Greenway. 9.30am – 11.30am
morning Eastern sky now as
monthly market on the first Saturday each month.
does the much brighter
Shepton Mallet High Street. Sunday 10am-3pm
Venus.
lion so it’s easy to recognise,
Somerton Country Market: Unicorn Skittle Alley, Saturday
Constellation
it takes the light from Regulus
9.00-12.00
On March 25th the Moon is
almost 80 years to reach us
Somerton Market, Market Square first Friday of the month
very close to Regulus the
which means we see it as it
10.00am-12.30 pm
brightest Star in Leo the Lion was during the Second World
Street Country Market: United Reform Church Thursday
so will be a very good pointer War.
9.00-12.00
to this Constellation, the
Celestial Events
Street Market: High St/Farm Rd Thursday 9am - 4pm
shape of the Stars in Leo (see The Spring Equinox is on
Taunton Farmers Market: High Street, Thursdays 9am -3pm
below) actually resemble a
March 20th so day and night
Taunton “Pannier” Market, food and produce: High Street,
are of equal length, British
Fridays 9am-4.30pm
Summer time starts on the
Taunton Craft Market: High Street, Saturday 9am-4.30pm
28th March and on that
Wellington Farmers Market, High Street, alternate Saturdays
evening we have the first
9-12.00noon
Supermoon of the year which
Wells Market, Market Place Wednesdays and Saturdays 9amon rising will be appear bigger
4.00pm
and brighter than usual.
Yeovil Market: Lower Middle Street, Tuesday, Friday 9amThe Somerset Levels Stargazers hold a free Zoom meeting on the
3pm
last Wednesday of each month. Follow us on Facebook for details
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Local news - Langport, Somerton and villages

It ain’t easy. Val Saunders talks about Council Tax
I admit to not knowing much about
‘precepts’, ‘council tax’, ‘band D’ and
what have you before becoming a
councillor. And to be honest some of
the complexities of how it is all
calculated still leave me cold. So before
my ‘comments’ on Langport’s situation,
and forgive me if I am teaching
grandmother to suck eggs, a few words
of explanation.
Precept This is the sum awarded to
our parish or town to meet outgoings,
which are different for each one. Some
costs may be met through ‘income
generation’. In the case of Langport,
for example, the annual circus is
charged a small fee for the use of
Cocklemmor.
Council Tax This is the amount paid by
households depending on the value of
their rented or owned property, and
other mitigating circumstances like
single occupancy. The council tax pays
for all our local services, including
those services delivered by our
parish/town council. Again in the case
of Langport this includes the public
toilets.
Band D This is the figure often quoted
when talking about council tax and
refers to the group of properties within
an area that falls between a specific
range of property values.
Tax Base This represents the total
possible that may be collected from an
estimate of Band D properties in an
area. It is then adjusted to take into
account what may actually be collected

once allowances have been taken into
account. This is not an easy concept to
grasp.
Council tax is calculated using a simple
formula. The parish will complete an
annual budgeting exercise to assess
how much precept it requires to meet
its needs, which is then divided by the
tax base. In Somerset’s case, the
district councils then work out levels of
council tax.
Precept/Tax base = Council tax
You don’t have to be a mathematician
to see that the greater the tax base,
based on the number of households,
the less the council tax – and visa versa.
This is where the tax base gets
complicated – how can the number of
households go down. In effect, they
very rarely go down, but what happens
is a greater number of households are
entitled to reductions due to a variety
of allowances like single occupancy,
benefits, disability.
If you are still following, what is the
problem?
Like much of GB plc. the systems are
archaic and based on historical factors
like boundaries, planning law and failure
to address reform.
So when Andrew of the Leveller asks
for comment on why Langports’
precept has gone down a tad, it is not
straightforward. The council tax will
actually go up, albeit by 0.07% for Band
D payers. In other words, in the
calculations the tax base has changed

marginally, taking into account changes
in local household circumstances.
Now why it becomes even more
bizarre in Langport’s case is because of
2 startling facts. Langport precept is
tiny, despite the services it offers and
with each year passing it becomes
more of a challenge to set the budget.
You may be forgiven for thinking, why
doesn’t the Town Council just increase
the money it needs?
Going back to the formula above, you
will know this has a direct impact on
the amount of council tax local
households pay. Langport households
are already within the top ten of band
D council tax payers in England, and
the highest in Somerset!!
The stark facts are that Langport
households pay over four times as
much as households in neighbouring
Huish Episcopi and approximately 30%
more than the equivalent in Somerton
and Martock.
What is galling about this is not the
sums but the unwillingness for our
‘senior’ authorities and politicians to do
anything about the inequalities. There
is a chance, with the reform of local
government in Somerset and the
advent of a unitary authority, but so far
Langport is not getting any indication
that the issue will be addressed.
And as a final word, merging local
parishes does not solve the problem
from a financial equitability point of
view.
Val Saunders Chair, Langport Town

Martock goes the other way

Train Station

It didn’t escape our eagle eye that Martock too reduced their
precept. Well again this is that complicated thing that Val
Saunders was explaining above. In Langport the total precept
went down, but the amount per house went up. In Martock
the total precept went up, albeit very slightly from £359,637
to £362,036. But the amount for a Band D house will actually
fall by 0.1%.
Parish Council Chair Neil Bloomfield told The Leveller® “The
Covid pandemic has affected everyone and will do so for some time
to come. Financial hardship will now impact many and it cannot be
right that one of the highest priority bills any household has should
be ramped up. Several months ago we started budget planning.
Through simple cost saving measures and sensible financial
management we actually reduced the budget. Martock is a high
precepting council but it has well above average social deprevation.
We have three staff dedicated to providing in effect social services
to our residents, including an award winning job club which will now
be more important than ever. Martock Parish Council are
maintaining, in some cases improving service provision, spending
over 20% of the budget on local youth provision, making further
investments in crime prevention and leisure facilities in the largest
village recreation ground in Somerset with more planned. Martock
Parish Council provides far more than most parish councils and this
continues whilst not increasing our part of the council tax bill.”

The possibility of a train station reopening in either Somerton
or Langport has started to move a little closer to reality. The
Langport Transport Group has been laboriously doing the
rounds of town and parish councils seeking to raise support
for the plan.
Step one is a feasibility study looking at demand and the
possible sites for a station. The two under investigation at the
moment are at the end of Ricksey Lane in Somerton and near
the old Langport East railway station in Langport.
Government funding has been won for 75% of the cost. With
a total cost estimate of £60,000 that would require that
£15,000 be raised locally. To date Somerton have promised
£3,000, Martock £5,000 and Langport Town Council £500.
Huish Episcopi Parish Council received the presentation in
January but will not have the chance to discuss a grant until
their March meeting.
That said the parishes of High Ham, Long Sutton and Curry
Rivel have yet to discuss the matter.
Add in the two business groups operating in Langport (LABG)
and Somerton (SBTA) and you would have to hope that the
money could be found to enable the project to go ahead.
The Leveller® says: Talk around green issues and zero carbon is
abundant. There comes a point where actions speak louder than
words. This is one of those points.
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Local News - Langport, Somerton and villages

Long Road Home

New school opens!

On Saturday 30 January signs appeared on Cary Way,
Somerton. They said that the road would be closed from 3
February until 16 February. On 1 February the signs were
moved to make it apparent that the closure was for Etsome
Road. This was to enable the contractor to widen the first 100
yards or so of Etsome Road to improve access to the new
primary school.
Then nothing appeared to happen. Until, on Monday 8 traffic
was diverted from Etsome Road along Cary Way, Beech
Grove and Bar Pool Lane. At this point pedestrians could still
access Etsome Road. However on Wednesday 10 February,
fencing was erected across the entrance to Etsome Road
preventing pedestrian access.
One resident who asked the site manager what the diversion
for pedestrians was for was told it was closed “because of
danger to persons”. It was pointed out that to walk to Cox's
Motors some 200 yards along Etsome Road would require a
walk of two miles along some very narrow lanes. They were
unmoved.
Closure not communicated
Local people have suggested that the closure was not
advertised in a local paper (Somerset County Council (SCC)
assure us that the advert was posted in the Western Gazette),
nor did local householders get a letter about the diversion. It
also blocked a popular short walk in Somerton at a time when
people need their exercise more than ever.
We put this to SCC. Their spokesman told The Leveller®:
“These works are linked to the development at King Ina School and
were advertised in the usual way through public notices, online, via
advance warning signs and a letter drop to homes directly within the
closure. Although every attempt was made to keep pedestrian
access open, we understand there were times when this was not
possible for safety reasons due to heavy machinery and open
excavations in the road. The works were completed on Friday 19
February with the road remaining closed overnight to allow the
surfacing to cure.”

Residents of Somerton will have seen their new school
starting to take shape at the end of Northfields. It has been
an unpredictable journey. Along the way the site of a Roman
cemetery popped up with a few interesting finds heading for
the County Museum.
But now the waiting is nearly over. As we were heading to
press on 2 March Somerset County Council officially handed
the new building over to the King Ina CofE Academy. The
school will open for pupils in time for the start of Easter
term.
One site
The school will replace the existing two school sites. The
infants school at Etsome Terrace on the west side of town
and Juniors at Kirhham Street on the east side.
The new build cost £7.3m and will be able to accommodate a
complete primary school of up to 420 pupils and 52 early
years children, with 14 classrooms, a nursery, a school hall, a
production kitchen, sports pitches, and a multi-use games
area.
A spokesman for Somerset County Council told The
Leveller® “The Council is delighted to be able to deliver another
high-quality educational facility in Somerset that will be an asset to
the community. The Council would like to thank the staff, parents
and students at King Ina CofE Academy for their understanding
during the construction process. During preparation work for the
construction, archaeologists uncovered evidence of an Iron Age
settlement at the site. Further excavation was carried out and
revealed ancient burial sites that have shed significant light on life
and death in Roman Somerset, as well as evidence of roundhouse
buildings and other artefacts including pottery.”

Not socially distanced
On Saturday 21 February from 10am-ish to around 1pm town
councillor Phil Flowers reported that an ‘elite’ game of football
was played between Yeovil Town Under-18s and Swindon
Town’s Under-18s. The Swindon team arrived on a team bus;
the Yeovil team, coached by Head Coach, Mark Challen,
appear to have arrived under their own steam.
The pitch that was used for the game was at Somerton
Recreation Ground (the original ground adjacent to Gassons
Lane and Langport Road). Cllr Flowers reported that the
ground was fully open to Somerton residents throughout that
period. All four entrances had free unsupervised access. So for
approximately three hours in a public place in excess of 20-30
people from outside the Somerton area were given access to a
public playing field. In addition Cllr Flowers reported that there
were at least 25-30 people in groups on the touchline, many of
whom were not social distancing while watching the game.
Yeovil won the match 2-1.
We sent a copy of this report to Yeovil Town Football Club
inviting them to comment on the lack of social distancing at the
game and the apparent lack of any attempt to police social
distancing. The club secretary responded to us as follows
“Yeovil Town Football Club are not aware of any complaint arising
from this fixture. As far as we are aware, all those associated with
our Under 18’s side followed the relevant protocols set by those who
we report to.”
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Somerton says “YES!”
A string of festivals, from the Axbridge Pageant through to
the Glastonbury Festival, have been cancelled for 2021. Add
in the loss of the concert at Vivary Park and the Yeovilton Air
Day and 2021 wasn’t looking so different to 2020. So some
welcome good news comes from the not so small but
definitely perfectly formed Somerstock Festival. That will be
the climax of a full revival of the Somerton Arts and Music
Festival after the inevitable loss of 2020.
The organisers of the Somerton Music and Arts have
announced that the festival is to go ahead as planned. There
will be a series of arts and music events taking place
throughout the town from 3rd to 10th July.
The festival, which started in 1987, is an annual event in the
historic Somerset market town. Featuring a week of fun from
local bands, classical music, talks & workshops to name just a
few. The festival culminates in a one-day music
festival, Somerstock. Attracting top bands, this year’s
headliners are pop and soul legends The Christians. A
further 14 bands will perform across three stages providing
no-stop family entertainment. Chuck in a wide variety of food,
bars and stalls and there’ll be something for every taste.
And let’s face it, they are taking a risk. On the one hand
things could go into reverse and the Government could
perform yet another COVID U Turn. On the other, if all goes
well, for Somerset this could be close to the onl show in
town.
Full details of the festival will be released soon. To find out
more about Somerstock and buy tickets head to
https://www.somerstock.com/
And to be honest, its just great to write about something that
is on instead of something that is cancelled!
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New Enterprise Centres open
Enterprise centres are all the rage. The idea is stick up a
building with flexible work space and local businesses will
move in and create a micro business community. The latest
two units to be completed are in Wells and Wiveliscombe.
Councillor David Hall, Cabinet member for Economic
Development, Planning and Community Infrastructure, at
Somerset County Council tells us “These two new centres will
provide opportunities for small businesses to set up and expand in
largely rural areas. I am delighted we are at the point of delivery.”
The Wiveliscombe centre was built at a cost of £500,000. It is
located on the old Karro’s Food Group site at Sandy Moor
Lane, offers 10 two-person offices and seven small light
industrial units suitable for a solo or two-person business.
The centre in Cathedral Park, Wells cost nearer to £700,000.
It too has 10 two-person offices but with two four- person
offices. There are a further five industrial units that would suit
1 to 2 people per unit.
Both centres are set up to encourage green travelling and

“plug and play” functionality for the office space. They are
fitted out with superfast broadband, bookable meeting
rooms, kitchens and toilets, electric car charging points and
bike sheds.
But that is not the whole picture. The centres also provide
easy in and easy out terms to make it as straightforward and
low risk as possible for businesses to access. And leave when
success means they outgrow the facility.
Yes they did!
The key question with these “build it and they will come”
projects, is will new businesses turn up?
To date the answer seems to be yes they will. Somerset
County Council report that occupancy rates for the four
completed to date are high. Dulverton and Frome both are
fully occupied, Highbridge is at 95%, Wheddon Cross, 90%
and only Minehead is struggling with just 45% occupancy.
There is another site in Williton but it has yet to be handed
over by the construction company.

New Taunton Town Council
At last it seems certain. There are two proposals for a new system of local government in Somerset. Stronger Somerset put
forward by the District Councils, and One Somerset put forward by the County Council. Both proposals have promised that
Taunton will be given its own town council as part of the new arrangements.
At the moment, and ever since 1974, spending in Taunton and on Taunton is decided by Somerset West and Taunton District
Council, the successor body to the old Taunton Deane Borough Council.
What that means is that decisions on what happens in Taunton will be taken by councillors from Wellington, Minehead,
Wiveliscombe and Williton. Those are all towns which have their own town councils.
Some spending, especially on larger, more strategic projects will always be made by District or County Councils. For instance
the Northern Inner Distributor Road, now more happily known as Trenchard Way was paid for by Somerset County Council
(SCC). That would never have been down to a town council to finance. But other things are. Car parks, public toilets,
community projects, support for the arts, venues such as the Brewhouse Theatre. All could be the preserve of a Taunton Town
Council. And there are precedents from around the county for town councils doing just that and more.
But for local projects in Wellington, Minehead, Wiveliscombe and Williton, their town councils will make the spending
decisions, without the help of councillors from Taunton.
Local council for local people
So having a new town council for Taunton means that local decisions will be made by people from the town elected by people
in the town. But this means the new council will need money to spend. How much? Well let’s look at the other three large
towns in the SCC area: Bridgwater has a precept of £878,000; Yeovil £1,177,000; and Frome £1,802,000. As Taunton is nearly
double the size of each of the three of them you would expect the precept to be somewhere in the region of £2m-£2.5m.
The key question is where does this money come from? This is where residents and taxpayers should keep a close eye on the
new plans for local government as the detail is painted in over the next two years. This should not be new money. The money
that other towns spend on themselves is raised as a separate precept. However the money Taunton would spend on itself is
already funded and being spent
on its behalf by Somerset West
and Taunton Council. So the
money that Taunton gets to
spend as a new town council
should be effectively funded by an
equivalent reduction in the
amount of money raised by the
new unitary authority/ies.
If that does not happen, taxpayers
should consider that the tax take
of the new authority has
effectively gone up. If, say for
example, Taunton Town Council
does decide to raise a precept of
£2m then the tax raised by the
new authority/ies should fall by
£2m. If it doesn’t you, the
taxpayer, will be paying £2m
more in total.
Caveat emptor.
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Glastonbury: Giving with the left, taking with the right
Last month a total of 12 brand new
projects for Glastonbury were
submitted to Government for funding
under the Towns Deal. Under the deal,
up to £25m of funding is available to
each of the 101 towns selected. The
only other town in Somerset to be
chosen was Bridgwater.
The 12 projects will meet all sorts of
needs. There’s business incubator
centres, tourist attractions, social
projects and a clean energy project.
The total of all the projects comes,
rather conveniently, to £24.55m. Now
we have to wait and see what
Government thinks about them.
But if they are all approved, what will it
do for Glastonbury? The first thing to
say about the projects individually is
they are all excellent sounding projects.
You would struggle to argue against any
one of them. The biggest issue is that
£17m of the £24.5m is intended to be
spent on Beckery,
the area of
Glastonbury that lies
to the south west of
the town. Mostly it
will be spent on
renovating old
factory buildings that

have been left to rot for decades.
Again, there’s nothing wrong with this
per se. There would be an enterprise
and innovation hub, an environment
innovation centre, a media centre in
building C of the Red Brick Building. All
will draw new employment and new
services to this part of town.
By contrast there are just two projects
in the town centre, the redesign and
upgrade of the piazza in front of the
entrance to Glastonbury Abbey, and
the development of St Dunstan’s
House, next to the Town Hall, into a
sort of social services hub for charities
working in the town. Again, both
excellent projects.
But what will be the effect of all this?
Will workers from all the new
employment created in Beckery go into
the town centre for lunch to use the
food businesses, bars and cafes? Or will
they be replaced by new ones on site?
When these new centres are
built, they will need tenants.
Where will those tenants come
from? Presumably existing
rented accommodation in and
around the town.
The lack of strategic oversight
in the creation of these plans

poses a risk to the future of the town.
And it is this. When a new area of the
town develops into a thriving hub, the
old high street, just the area the Town
Deal was meant to help, will at the
same time be left struggling as interest
and attention is sucked away from the
centre.
The full list of 12 projects:
Beckery sites:
£6.32m Baileys Building
£1.21m Enterprise hub
£2.77m Life Factory in Building C of
Red Brick Building
£2.92m Glastonbury Clean Energy
based around Beckery
£2.82m Environment centre in the
Baileys Building
£1.18m Food and regenerative
business. 23 acres of under-utilised
alluvial pastureland and buildings to the
west of Beckery Village.
Other projects
£1m new transport and travel facilities
£0.7m St Brigid's Chapel and Field
£1.94m Glastonbury Community
Sports & Leisure Hub at Tor Leisure
£1.26m St Dunstan's House
Community Centre
£0.97m Glastonbury Abbey Piazza
£1.46m Enabling Project
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How Much?
Yes, it is that time of year again. We make no apology for the
fact that a lot of this issue is taken up with the amount of tax
that you will be asked to pay to our various local authorities,
and for services such as the Police.
However we thought it would be helpful to look at the
difference in council tax charged by our various town
councils (it is eye opening). Last year budgets were set in
advance of the COVID-19 pandemic and the various
lockdowns that followed. It was never going to be a normal
year. So, as our town councils prepared the budget for
2021/22, we thought it would be interesting to compare the
rise in the precept (the tax you pay to your town or parish
council) not just with last year, but over the course of the
last two years as well. You’ll find a table showing how each of
Somerset’s larger town councils have performed.
Of course town councils do many different things. For
instance both Bridgwater Town Council and Burnham &
Highbridge run theatres. That is a significant commitment,
and one that has of course been costly in a year when the
income from those theatres simply evaporated. Other
councils, Frome for instance, don’t actually run venues like
the Cheese and Grain, but they brought it into the town’s
ownership using a Public Works Board loan. And that means
regular repayments of the loan have to be funded from the
precept.
Yet as new and almost post-COVID-19 budgets are set for
2021/22, you might expect that the rise and rise in town hall
spending continues. In some places, certainly, but not
everywhere. As you’ll read on p10, Langport and Martock
both reduced their precept, depending on how you look at it.
But Wincanton and Burnham & Highbridge councils have also
reduced their precepts by considerable amounts for 2021/22.
Wincanton’s precept is to fall by 10% to £325,238, which still
makes it a chunky 21% above the precept set in 2019/20.
The Burnham & Highbridge precept will fall by 1.5% to
£707,399. Burnham of course runs the Princess Theatre in
the town. In the last 12 months the inevitable collapse in
revenues has not helped, but looking forward to 2021/22,
they hope that things will improve on the income front,
meanwhile they have frozen the budget for expenditure.
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Many councils have managed to keep the precept if not dead
flat over two years, then certainly to a rise of less than 5%
across the two-year period. Martock, Ilminster, Langport and
Watchet managed that, albeit on relatively small budgets.
Chard Town Council kept the increase down to 5% on a
budget of £661,000. Surely a significant achievement in
difficult times.
Higher spenders
Inevitably though there have been some big spending
authorities. Looking across the two years, the precept at
Bridgwater rose by 47%, Wells 49%, Minehead 40%, Shepton
35% and Frome 34%. Over in Bridgwater, as we have
reported previously, the eyewatering increase of £282,000 in
the precept across two years, has in large part helped the
town fill a hole in the reserves. Equally it has been necessary
to compensate for the loss of theatre and other income too
during the pandemic. Wells is making provision to take
ownership of the Bishops Barn back. While this is not likely
to cost much to transfer ownership, the City Council has to
anticipate running costs and repairs. Similarly, the plans to
purchase the Portway Annexe which you can read about on
p16 led to a £60k increase in the precept. Minehead’s Andy
Giles explained that similarly “The recent transfer of public
conveniences from the District Council added over £60k per
annum to the Town Council’s net revenue expenditure.” He also
pointed out that money had been set aside for the expansion
of the town cemetery as well as running costs for a brand
new community building. Minehead too will also be funding
higher staffing levels to deliver the extra services it will be
providing for the town.
In Shepton Mallet the increase is entirely due to the cost of
staffing, which has risen by £109k across two years. More
imaginatively the town council decided to put £35,000 in the
budget for next year to promote the town through tourism,
arts and events. Surely a sensible investment as we emerge
from the pandemic.
Administration of any substantial town these days is
expensive. The way councils show this in their budgets (at
least the relative few that make the budget publicly available)
can vary. Even so, by way of example as to how much this can
cost, Burnham & Highbridge will spend £261k of
their total precept of £707k on administration. In
Shepton Mallet, administration and staff costs
formed £315k out of a total budget of £615k.
Similarly Frome Town Council will budget for an
extra £20k on town events for 21/22. But other
increases over last year include £35k as a COVID19 contingency, and extra £23k on the environment
team, £52k on sustainability and £118k extra on
administration.
The most staggering finding of all our work on
precepts was a simple one. Not one town council
publishes the figure for the precept and the budget,
or at least a link to the budget, prominently on the
front page of their website. Many do not publish it
at all. Some have it hidden away in the drop down
tabs of their sites; others as a paper attached to the
minutes. This requires you to find the right set of
minutes where the budget was passed, simply to find
the budget figures.
Yet this is the most important information they can
give us. It is not their money, it is ours. And would it
not be reasonable to expect that we should be able
to see – easily – how it is being spent on our behalf?
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Wells to buy Portway Annexe?
Wells City Council is anxious to bring into its control
buildings within Wells that once belonged to the city. Local
government reorganisations in the past deposited buildings
like Bishop’s Barn and the Portway Annexe with other
authorities. While Mendip District Council (MDC) is trying
to pass ownership back to the city of Wells for a pittance,
the Portway Annexe, currently owned by Somerset County
Council (SCC) looks like it will be a tougher nut to crack.
The Grade II listed building is currently occupied by
Somerset Skills and Learning, but SCC are looking to sell it
once the current lease is up. In October a campaign group
was launched to preserve the Portway Annexe for the
community. In December it was successfully listed as an
Asset of Community Value in a bid to save it from
redevelopment. The building carries a covenant which
means it must be used for educational purposes. Inside it
has a number of classrooms, a hall, plus both disabled access
and parking. The Project Annex group wants to make it a
hub for education, training and workshops for everyone.
Doing the maths
In the meantime, the City Council has been working on
getting it bought back for the community. This is proving
easier said than done. The 2021/22
precept was set at £652,622 which
included £60,000 provision for the
possible purchase of Portway
Annexe. But the initial offer to buy the
building was refused by SCC.
The order of magnitude of the bid may
have been a problem. Why? Because
Wells is looking to raise more money.
On 4 March, as we went to press, Wells
City Council held an extraordinary
meeting to discuss raising money via a
Public Works Board Loan. These loans
are made available to public bodies at relatively cheap rates
of interest. Unfortunately, they have been abused by a
number of district councils around England to build up large
property portfolios in an attempt to create an income
stream.
The proposal before Wells City Council was to raise as
much as £620,000 to be repaid over 25 years. So that would
be £24,800 per annum in capital repayments. Plus interest of
course. In the meantime Wells City Council estimate that
the cost to taxpayers in the city will be £7.46 per annum for
an average band household or 14 pence per week
(calculated as of rates applicable on 25 February 2021).

Yeovil A&E gets a
£1.1million extension
Last month work started on an upgrade of Yeovil Hospital’s
A&E department. When finished, the extension should double
the capacity of some of the department’s most critical services,
including those for children with urgent mental health issues.
Yeovil District Hospital Trust believe that this will improve
urgent and life-saving care for thousands of adults and children.
Since being built in 1973 the number of people attending the
department has steadily increased, putting strain on both space
and staff. Last year, the team saw nearly 60,000 people for
everything from broken arms to heart attacks. To put that in
context, in the year 2013/14 the emergency department had
45,538 admissions. That represents an increase in admissions of
around 35% in six years. Just out of curiosity we did ask for
figures from 1973 but, not surprisingly I suppose, the records
do not go back that far.
The work is stage two of a programme of improvement to the
hospital’s urgent care services. This latest work is due to be
completed in early summer 2021. Stage one, completed in
December 2020, saw the creation of a new Ambulatory
Emergency Care Unit (where patients can be assessed without
being admitted) reducing the need for patients to be admitted
for certain tests and treatment and reducing demand on A&E
and wards.
So what will you see?
Inside there will be double the number of cubicles for
assessment and treatment. There will be a dedicated facility
where children with mental health needs can be safely and
comfortably cared for.
Outside, the frontage of the department is being completely
redesigned to provide separate routes for entering and leaving.
Consultant and Clinical Director of the Emergency Department,
Dr Jon Tipping told The Leveller®: “The team have worked
exceptionally hard during the pandemic to continue providing safe
access to emergency services, so to see the new department take
shape is a real boost.”
We asked the Hospital Trust about staffing for the new
extension. We regularly see money being spent on new
facilities, but we are not always told about the numbers of new
staff required and the annual costs that that entails. The
Hospital Trust have effectively said there will be no need for
any more new staff as they are already in place. Their
spokesperson told us: “The number of staff working within A&E
has gradually been increasing to meet rising demand. These
improvements to the department will now provide our larger A&E
team with the environment they need to provide the best possible
care to patients.”

Petition To Save Easthill Field In Frome
Regular readers will know that the field
at Easthill, Frome, was the centrepiece
in a plan by Mendip District Council
(MDC) to build social housing. MDC
has not built social housing for over
two decades and nearly half of the
planned 160 new homes were to be
built at Easthill.
MDC had wanted to build 77 homes on
the field. However after the MDC
Scrutiny Committee referred the
decision back to Cabinet, in the face of
widespread opposition from local

16

residents, MDC agreed to put any
decision on hold.
Now residents have got together to
form a Friends of Easthill Field group
and on 18th February they launched an
online petition asking MDC to save
EastHill Field. They are asking MDC to
remove it as a site for social housing
altogether.
The petition has gained a lot of support
in a very short period of time. When
we last checked before going to press,
there were over 1,250 signatures on it.

Helen Deeming from the Friends of
Easthill Field notes: “We are grateful to
MDC for the pause in their current plans
to develop Easthill Field as housing but we
need to turn the pause into a full stop. We
are facing a global climate and ecological
crisis with catastrophic loss of biodiversity.”
The group are also asking for a full
Environmental Impact Assessment.
Following which they would like to see
the land transferred to Frome Town
Council to safeguard it for the
community. In the meantime MDC
refused permission to list the field as an
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Asset of Community Value – which suggests they aren’t
interested in preserving the field for the community or
allowing it to be passed to Frome Town Council.
MDC may not be interested, but Easthill Field is not without
influential support. The Woodland Trust have urged the
council to protect the land. They suggest that given the
number of veteran trees on the site it cannot be viable to
develop Easthill while adhering to the National Planning Policy
Framework (NPPF) requirements”.
The petition is available at https://www.change.org/SaveEASTHILL-Field-NOW and on the Facebook page Friends of
Easthill Field.

Why all the secrecy?
Those behind the Bridgwater Town Deal application have
been very much more cagey about what it contains than those
writing the Glastonbury equivalent. Individual project costs
have not been released to the public. The 11 projects chosen
were only made public days after the application had already
been submitted.
We are really not sure why there’s all this secrecy. In sharp
contrast to the Glastonbury plan which has some great
projects but lacks an overall strategic vision, the Bridgwater
summary seems to have everything. What it has above all else,
and remember this is designed to appeal to Government in
Whitehall, is leverage. What do we mean by that? Well, in
essence, by getting £25m from the Town Deal, Bridgwater
reckon they’ll be able to bring in a further £161m in match
funding and private investment. This is the sort of concept
governments like.
What is known
There is the tidal barrier on the River Parrett; totally uncosted
in the bits of the plan made public. But we already know that
the concept is far advanced, a location decided and a design
agreed. Added to which some Government money, District
Council money and EA contributions can be expected. The
Town Deal can kick-start that. And the added benefit here is
that many other areas of Somerset could benefit too.
There’s a big focus on reviving the arts and using what the
town has to regenerate
itself post COVID. Not just
the world-famous carnival,
but Bridgwater Theatre,
The Engine Room film
centre and Bridgwater Arts
Centre all have a project
each in the plan.
Another project that was
already being investigated
was the purchase and
regeneration of Bridgwater
docks. Current proprietor:
Somerset County Council.
Bringing the docks back into
the ownership of the town
and developing it as a major
leisure and recreational space could be transformative for the
town.
There is, of course, a flexible business hub; almost compulsory
these days and this one sticks with the creative theme with
‘pop-up’ and ‘taster’ event space.
It is a shame that the team behind the plan have chosen to
keep so much of the detail secret. But on the face of it, The
Leveller® would say it has style and vision.
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Labour”. Sure as hell he isn’t saying “Vote Conservative”.
The Conservative MP for Bridgwater and West Somerset, Ian
And in recent weeks as the LibDems have started to look
Liddell Grainer, is a colourful character. He has a reputation
into the way money is spent at SCC’s Highways Department
for speaking his mind, and being a tad intemperate in doing
(see our lead article), Mr Liddell Grainger is standing shoulder
so. For the most part we say all strength to his elbow. Our
to shoulder with them. Even raising the issue in Parliament.
politics needs leavening occasionally.
The duplicate payments of £361k that he
However recently he has given up making personal
attacks under the cover of parliamentary privilege.
Colourful character mentioned were in the public domain. The fact
was published in an internal audit report. The fact
Instead he now attacks institutions. Why?
that millions more (£4m to be exact) were at
Apparently he has just discovered that you can’t
stake, was not. That was only brought out in
libel an institution. Too many people were starting
public by the LibDems who produced the figure,
to notice that the personal attacks made under
at an Audit Committee meeting on 28 January.
protection of parliamentary privilege smacked of
Yet somehow, judging by the entry in Hansard,
bad taste.
the MP for Bridgwater was already sufficiently
But there is something curious about those who
informed to say in Parliament on 25 January, “the
have found themselves in the cross hairs when the
guess down here is that it runs into millions.”
hound of Bridgwater bares his teeth. He has
Take stock
developed a particular loathing for Conservatives.
Now we should at this moment in our story stop
During the arguments over whether Taunton
and take stock. We are not saying Mr Liddell Grainger is
Deane Borough Council (TDBC) should take over (sorry –
always wrong. On the contrary. On many local issues The
merge with) West Somerset, personal attacks on John
Leveller® would agree with the stance he has taken. Not the
Williams the Conservative Leader of TDBC were nearly as
intemperate language or the personal attacks, but certainly on
frequent as those on Conservative MP for Taunton, Rebecca
the issues. On the floods, on the TDBC merger with West
Pow.
Somerset, even with some of the issues around SCC and
As often happens in this part of the world, Mr Liddell
spending money. But we are a newspaper. We are neither a
Grainger’s views were ignored completely. The merger went
political party nor aligned to one. Despite what some may
ahead and a new district council emerged run by the
say!
LibDems. They now have a sizeable majority and it seems
If you are standing on a Conservative ticket, should you back
they can do little wrong. As the future of local government is
local Conservative policy as well as national. Perhaps not?
debated, two proposals have emerged. One prepared by the
Perhaps it is reasonable to critique from the sidelines that
predominantly (three out of four) LibDem district councils of
which you cannot control.
Somerset. And a second model put forward by the
But we can and do ask this. If voters should not expect party
Conservative administration in County Hall, Taunton.
loyalty, should they at least expect some consistency? It
Lack of party loyalty
appears that Mr Liddell Grainger thinks people should vote
Now have a guess boys and girls…which do you think the MP
Conservative County Councillors out of office. But when the
for Bridgwater and West Somerset prefers? The LibDem
next General Election comes along, I assume he’ll be asking
model of course! The Conservative Leader of Somerset
you to vote Conservative for that one?
County Council (SCC) has come in for, err, how should I put
It is clearly not something that greatly exercises Mr Liddell
this, liberal, doses of Mr Liddell Grainger’s famous venom.
Grainger. It is probably something to do with his tracing his
And now we may have elections in the offing this May. The
lineage back to Queen Victoria and hence to King George I
Conservatives on SCC have asked for a postponement. Their
and Hanover. If that makes him a natural Whig (a supporter
logic is that if a reorganisation is imminent, best wait a year
of a pragmatic settlement over primogeniture) we can
and do it then. But no. What does Mr Liddell Grainger say of
understand how he struggles at times to line up with those
his fellow Conservatives? “The people of Somerset want to give
Jacobite Tories.
their verdict on a County Council which has consistently wasted
Nevertheless, if I was a Somerset Conservative and found
public money, cooked the books and behaved with unbelievable
myself in the same room as the MP for Bridgwater, I’d have
inefficiency”. But the County Council is run by Conservatives.
my back to the wall at all times.
I’m not sure if the MP is saying “Vote LibDem” or “Vote
Andrew Lee
Editor
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Left Page

Left Page, Right and Over !

The Left Page by Leigh Redman

This month as council finances are to the fore of everyone’s
mind and the Chancellor prepares to announce his budget,
we asked our political commentators if we are really doing
this right.
Is it time to abandon council tax?
Is it time to move to a different system?
Should local government really have to go cap in hand to
claim what is rightfully theirs in the first place?
Why not have one rate of income tax and split the proceeds
in an agreed ratio between local government and national
government.….
Or not of course as the case my be. We left it up to each of
pour regulars to answer the question in their own way, this is
what they had to say:

Before I try to answer this, I think its important to make a
couple points about Somerset local government, we are
currently two tier, one county council and 4 district councils.
We have three main sources of revenue: Government
grants – money from central government for local services,
Council tax – a property tax levied on residential properties
& Business rates – a property tax levied on business
premises.
In 2018/19, local authorities in England received around 31% of
their funding from government grants, 52% from council tax,
and 17% from retained business rates – revenue from business
rates that they do not send to the Treasury.
Unlike central government, Somerset authorities cannot
borrow to finance day-to-day spending, so they must either
run balanced budgets or draw down reserves – money built up
by underspending in earlier years – to ensure that their annual
spending does not exceed their annual revenue. But reserves
can only be used once!
Local authority ‘spending power’ – that is, the amount of
money local authorities have to spend from government
grants, council tax, and business rates – has fallen by more than
35% since 2010.
While grants from central government were cut, Somerset
chose not to increase rates of council tax so the baseline
income dropped year after year. Following changes made in the
2011 Localism Act, local authorities have not been able to raise
council tax rates by more than 2% annually without holding a
referendum.
Between 2010 and 2015, the coalition government encouraged
councils to freeze council tax rates by offering them higher
grants if they did so. In effect, councils who froze council taxes
did not lose revenues. This meant that local authorities like
Somerset County were compensated with higher grants for
several years. However, after 2015, the government ceased to
incentivise council tax freezes. We have seen the consequence
here in Somerset, the decision not to raise council tax, may
have felt right at the time but as we saw in 2018, it left around
£24million deficit in income.
All local authorities have had to find ways to do more with less
in the face of cuts to their spending power. But the size of the
cut since 2010 has varied across different Councils here, with
vast differences between Districts and County.
This government have been promising a longer-term funding
settlement, this year was for 20-21 only, because of the
pandemic, but whatever happens there needs to be a way to
pay differently, but it has to be government led, health is a
government-controlled fund, and social care funding making up
around 80% of council spend, when you consider Somersets
revenue annual budget for this year is more than £350 million.
Somerset budget for 2021 states, Adult social care £141
million and Children services £96
million.
So my answer to the original
question is not simple, until we get
health and social care working
together there is not a lot we can
do locally, the unitary debate might
give the impression it can sort it,
but the government need to tackle
the issue nationally or give regional
areas the cash and power to do it. I
believe the closer a decision is
taken to the community the more
likely it is to work.
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The Right Page by David Warburton
Many of the apparently fixed points by which we navigate are
of surprisingly recent date. The office of Prime Minister has
only officially existed since the early twentieth century; the
days of fumbling past the sunscreen for lira, drachmas and
pesetas rather than Euros seem almost incalculably distant,
while the idea of wielding a letter-opener rather than clicking
on an inbox to start the day’s work would be a Dickensian
relic belonging to the texture of a different age.
Inevitable
And when it comes to the tax system, Franklin’s famous
dictum – that “nothing is inevitable except death and taxes” –
continues to apply. Although Council Tax in its current form
seems almost immutable, it’s only existed in its current form
since the early nineties. And of course, there are many
problems with Council Tax that are well-rehearsed. It’s only
loosely tied to the value of property and is consequently
regressive; it can throw up bizarre anomalies whereby a ten
minute walk from one area to another can see a 60% rise in
Council Tax between more or less identical homes; and the
last valuation in England was almost 30 years ago, during which
time the property market has mushroomed out of all
recognition.
Inequalities
For me, the problem lies not in diagnosing the malady, but in
prescribing an alternative that wouldn’t throw up a new set of
problems. But the inequalities inherent in Council Tax do
make this sufficiently urgent to be worth the attempt.
According to the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, 40% of problem
debt is due to Council Tax – almost double the equivalent
figure from 2011. Of course, it’s impossible to disagree with
the Government’s (wholly commendable) emphasis on
‘levelling up’ the UK and removing the thumb on the scales
that has given those in London and the South East advantages
denied to the rest of us. But the fact that the absurdly
outdated Council Tax valuations completely fail to account for
the explosion in property prices in London not only offer yet
more advantages to property-owners there, but deprive the
Government of tax revenue at a time when every penny is
vital in ensuring we can rebound from the economic
turbulence of the last year or so.
Changes
So I’ve been in touch with colleagues to discuss the feasibility
of replacing Council Tax with a Proportional Property Tax,
taxing all homes at the same rate, and at their current
valuation. This would ensure that wealthy homeowners pay a
level of tax that reflects
the value of their
homes, while giving a tax
cut to millions of low
and middle income
households. As ever, the
devil will be in the detail,
but in principle, this
would seem a fair and
equitable step.
Tax may be inevitable,
but the form that
taxation takes is not.
And, at a time when
we’ll need to take
unprecedented steps to
calm the economic
turbulence that’s set to
whirl around us, nothing
should be off the table.
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Over The Page by Gideon Amos
The system of Council Tax is creaking. Notionally it is based
on property values but in reality any updating of council tax
bands in line with increasing property values has always been
knocked on the head by governments (Labour and
Conservative) anxious not impose a sudden leap in tax
charged. Compounding the problem councils like
Conservative run Somerset County were so determined not
to increase the Tax by a single penny that it forewent
£24Million of income on each occasion, came to brink of
bankruptcy and now can barely look at a public service – from
social care to our Taunton Park and Ride – without trying to
cut it.
Yet even then Councils are expected to invest commercially
to top up their income or be faced with the need for massive
rises in Council Tax, like Labour run Manchester which
proposed a 22% council tax rise in 2019 as a result. No
wonder the IPPR says “…leaving council tax unreformed is
becoming ever more unsustainable. Local authorities across
the country are increasingly cash strapped as a consequence of
government cuts to their core grant funding”.
So what of the alternatives? Local income tax could be
collected at source at standard rate (for example 5%). The
infrastructure is all in place and HMRC could perform the task
with relative ease. Individual tax codes could then include tax
allowances equating to the rate of tax decided upon by the
local council concerned and thus the amount collected altered
in this respect, or rebates could be paid to reflect changes
made by local councils. The disadvantage though is that
income tax taxes something we generally want to encourage,
work and jobs.
Alternatively is it time to think about land value taxation? The
housing economist Professor Muellbauer argues “that a radical
reform of property taxation makes economic sense and could
be more acceptable politically than tinkering at the edges, by
adding a few more bands to Council Tax. If it was introduced
incrementally with little change for those who might find
themselves in high value property but with little cash to pay
the bills, it could work, all this was understood in the Liberal
Government’s People’s Budget of 1909 that invented state
pensions funded from land taxes. But as subsequent
governments discovered such taxes impose new development
pressures that only a much more comprehensive planning
system than the one we have now can hope to direct and
control. No government has been brave enough to introduce
that!
Bravery isn’t the work that springs to mind in the new
populist party of PM Johnson who favours only those policies
that get the right algorithm response or have a simplistic
slogan like “get it done” or “make America great again”. It’s
good to see therefore
that the LibDem
councils in our area are
minimising increases in
council tax, focusing
budgets on planet saving
policies and protecting
the frontline services
like housing which help
bind our communities
together. They may
need to continue
working under the
present tax regime for
some time!
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Continued from p1
and SWAP therefore regards it as
confidential. Ordinarily it would not be
released to the public. It is not clear to
us how a document that has been paid
for by council tax payers out of the
public purse, can be withheld from
public scrutiny. Everything that follows
in this piece comes from documents
that have been paid for by you, the
council tax payer.
At the February Audit Committee
meeting, at the insistence of Mike
Lewis, Chair of the Audit Committee,
the SWAP audit report was made
available to the public. It made quite
scary reading. However it has since
become clear that this was
not the full audit report.
Large parts of the report
were redacted because, we
are told, of commercial
confidentiality issues.
However, The Leveller®
now understands that the decision on
which bits to leave out was taken by
SCC’s staff, not the internal auditor. To
say that this is exceptional, is an
understatement. The editor of The
Leveller®, having spent nearly 15 years
with a Big 4 accounting firm, has never
come across an instance where the
auditor has allowed their client to
decide which bits of a report can or
cannot be published. It really does
smack of marking your own
homework. Nonetheless the full audit
report came into the public domain.
And what was missed out of the
redacted version was plain for all to
see.
Initially our interest in the Skanska
project was drawn when it was
suggested by the redacted SWAP
report that £361k of invoices had been
presented for payment twice. Now the
second payment was never made, but
the fact that the contractor presented
invoices for payment that had already
been paid was alarming enough.
However, at the February Audit
Committee meeting a schedule was
presented of £4m of applications for
payment which were not actually due
(either the work had not been done, it
had already been paid for or the
amount billed did not match the
amount agreed).
Agree the price of the job
Let us go back to those basic principles
and look at the way the price is agreed
between customer and supplier. SCC
claim it is not like that for their
contract with Skanska, because many of
the jobs are pre-priced at standard
prices and can be picked off a list. They
24

say “In essence, SCC Engineers and
Technicians have a price list of activities to
‘pick’ from depending on the type and size
of maintenance work required. They will
decide on the nature of the maintenance
work and collate the price list items in to a
task order. The order is issued to the
contractor, together with health and safety,
environmental and other relevant
information, for the contractor to build.”
We say that is semantics. In essence a
job is still specified and priced. But
what we say is not relevant. We are
simply taxpayers. What do the
auditors, SWAP, say? They took a look
at safety defect rectification work
between April 2018 and March 2020.
Their report shows that
there are large differences
(32% on average) between
the amount ordered by
SCC, and the payment
requested by the
contractor, Skanska. There
can be good reason for variances, work
requirements can change between the
time when the inspection of the road
was carried out and when the road was
finally repaired.
According to the auditors: “Safety
defect works are not valued and quoted by
the contractor prior to, but at the time of
the works being completed. The
compensating control of a variation order,
to ensure that a cost variance is properly
managed and sufficiently transparent to
the client, is not commonly used”. In
other words, the job is not costed in
advance but when the price comes in, it
is rare (not common) for the cost of
the work to be reconciled back to the
actual job order and the standard price
list.
For surface dressing works where cost
values can be substantial, the auditors
tell us “it has become common practice
for task orders to be raised for a nominal
£1 value only. This represents poor cost
accounting practice and creates significant
differentials.” In response SCC suggest
“It is worth noting that £1 task orders
represent only a very small amount of task
orders 0.34% across the first three
contract years as a whole.”
Either way, where £1 task orders are
used it is inevitable there will be big
variances when the actual costs come
in on completion and control of the
process will depend on the scrutiny of
the variation order (as above).
One of the reasons it may not be
commonly used is that, according to
the auditors, “variation orders are not
enforceable by the contract.” If that is
correct, you have to ask who on earth
drew up the contract and why was it
signed?

So the current system allows the
contractor to put in for work where
the cost has not been agreed in
advance, and in many instances no
explanation for the final cost is given.
And even if SCC did review the
variation order and agree the final cost,
according to the auditors, the contract
does not allow SCC to enforce
variation orders so they would not be
able to claim the money back.
Agree the work has been done
Now let us take a look at the next
stage in our basic business transaction.
Agreement between the customer and
supplier that the work has indeed been
carried out and to specification. The
auditors concluded that for the vast
majority of task orders fulfilled by the
contractor, there is no on-site auditing
to confirm the quality of works, or
accuracy of the cost submitted by them
for payment. Of course you would
need specialist skills for this work. But
then you would hope that members of
the Highways Team would have those
specialist skills. Yet even when the
completed work is checked on by the
Highways Team, in advance of receiving
an Application for Payment (AfP),
according to the auditors many of the
AfP certifiers are not responsible for
raising the task orders themselves and
are not always able to confirm the
accuracy of measurements used by the
officers who do.
Make the payment
So now we come to the final stage in
the business process. The work has
been ordered, it has been completed
and now the supplier asks for payment.
Inevitably when the contractor asks for
payment on an AfP, for the reasons we
have noted above, there will be an
absence of explanation of the cost from
the contractor, and there is rarely any
verification of the cost by SCC staff. At
the February Audit Committee meeting
Highways Staff told the meeting that
there was no evidence of duplicate
payments ever having been made.
That may be true, but The Leveller®
understands from the SWAP audit
report that at best in many instances it
is “case not proven”. How can you say
there are no duplicate payments if you
don’t even check more than 30% of the
AfPs? You see the auditors tell us
“there was a high proportion of task
orders being paid with no review. In recent
months, the improvements to the process
have increased the certification compliance
rate from 30% to 92% completion.”
Which is great but smacks of too little
too late. And again the auditors go on
to say there were “Numerous examples

Somerset News
of where there was a series of refusals to pay, but the task order is
subsequently paid months later with no comments to explain
the reason for the delay.”
The issues identified by the auditors led them to conclude
(although clearly SCC disagree) “these issues increase the
likelihood that a duplicate payment request could be missed and
approved in error.” And their overall conclusion? “The amount
and scope of routine auditing of highway task orders is not
commensurate with the total value of expenditure, or the financial
risks associated with the outsourced maintenance contract.”
So there you have it. A major £30m contract where there are
significant issues over each stage of the business process. It is
perfectly possible that SCC have not lost money during this
contract. But if that is the case it is more a matter of accident
than design. Worse, their contractor appears to be regularly
requesting payment for invoices that have already been paid or
are simply not due. If that is the case, and SCC clearly believe
that (see below) it beggars belief that SCC would continue
with the contractor or, at worst, ever use them again.
So let us give the final word to SCC: “We want to be absolutely
clear that there is no issue of public funds being wasted in any way.
All works carried out by our contractor have been paid for
appropriately – there is nothing wrong here whatsoever. What is
equally clear is that this is a complex contract, it is standard for the
industry and we acknowledge it is difficult for those outside the
industry to understand. We also acknowledge there are times we
have not managed this contract well enough. However, the key point
is that it is disappointing that a national contractor each month
routinely claims for payments that are not earned and that we have
challenged successfully each month. It is equally regrettable that a
confidential report is now public which may benefit the contractor
and there is a risk that this publication will cost the tax payers of
Somerset.”
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Local press squeezed by COVID

New grant for local radio

It will not come as a big surprise that local newspaper
circulations have fallen catastrophically during the COVID-19
pandemic. Although the outlets for paid-for newspapers all
remained open (unlike those for free papers like The
Leveller®), lockdown meant fewer people in shops.
Only the Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) still publish
audited figures that are in the public domain. The Reach plc
titles continue to be audited by ABC and we now have up-todate information for them. Half of their Somerset titles now
have fewer than 1,000 readers.
These are the latest circulation figures:
2020 2019
Western Gazette
5,575 8,036
Mid Somerset Gazette
2,268 3,397
Shepton Journal
1,200 1,880
Somerset Guardian
935 2,030
Wells Journal
835 1,305
Frome Standard
832 1,531

Gfm the community radio station covering Somerton, Street,
Glastonbury and Wells has won some new funding. This
arrived in the shape of an emergency grant from Ofcom. Like
many other community stations, the pandemic has hit its
sources of income hard. Advertising is harder to find and
events are no longer possible.
So all in all a grant of £6,500 is very welcome right now. And
of course if the project gets the green light from the
government, the Red Brick Building where gfm is based will
get a big spruce-up as part of the Glastonbury Town Deal
proposals. The work would see part of the building turned
into a ‘Life Factory’. This will include a Media Studio allowing
gfm to relocate into a full-time live broadcast radio studio, a
broadcast-ready radio studio also used for training and prerecords, and a teaching suite.
It may be tough out there right now but, fingers crossed, good
times may yet be just around the corner.

As to the long-term trend in circulation, all of the other
Somerset titles had been on a 10-year downward trend (with
the exception of the Burnham and Highbridge which had a
circulation around the 2,000 mark when it last produced
figures in 2018) prior to the pandemic.
The trend here at Leveller® Towers was the exact opposite.
We expect that once conditions return to normal we will
rapidly get back to the 12,000-plus copies per issue we were
able to achieve before the pandemic.
Parlous state of local papers
These days it is virtually impossible to get circulation data for
the newspaper sales of the County Gazette, Chard & Illy or
Bridgwater Mercury. Their audited data is worked on by the
BPA and passed to JICREG. It may be available to advertisers,
but we have not found any figures in the public domain. What
we can say is that when they last published figures for their
newspaper sales, the circulation had been consistently lower
than The Western Gazette for the previous decade.
Clearly all of Somerset’s local news titles have been hit hard.
However, despite lots of begging bowls being passed round
and lots of government aid in the form of public sector
advertising, the groups that own the titles still have big
pockets and happy shareholders. They may not choose to
invest in local news, but that is choice, not the fact that the
local news titles they have are necessarily unprofitable
businesses.
The owner of the County Gazette is not based in either
Taunton or Somerset. The title is part of Gannet, an
enormous American business based in Mclean, Virginia in the
USA. It has sales of around $1.9billion. The owner of The
Western Gazette is Reach plc, formerly known as Trinity
Mirror plc and it is headquartered in London. Their last
published annual accounts showed revenues of over £700m.
Happy shareholders – yes – but, how sad to see the wasteland
that is their underinvested titles in Somerset.

At Mendip District Council’s (MDC) 22 February meeting,
councillors voted overwhelmingly to support a trial of
Universal Basic Income (UBI) in the district. So, let’s start by
tackling the jargon. The idea behind UBI is to do away with
benefits. Things like Universal Credit. Benefits like that are
technically difficult to administer and hard to police. They are
intrusive as they are means tested, requiring the state to delve
into the financial and personal details of individuals.
In its stead, UBI offers a lump sum paid by the state to cover
the basic cost of living. It is paid to all citizens individually,
regardless of employment, wealth or marital status. Ideally it
would sit alongside a progressive tax system.
Test cases
Schemes for UBI have been trialled around the world with
mixed results. Finland ran a two-year
UBI study during 2017 and 2018,
during which the government gave
monthly payments with no strings
attached to 2,000 unemployed people
aged between 25 and 58. The
payments of €560 per month weren’t
means tested and were unconditional,
so they weren’t reduced if an
individual got a job or later had a pay
rise. However, although the scheme had many positive
outcomes, it was discontinued.
Alaska is often cited as a long-term example. Alaskan residents
get an annual dividend from the state’s Permanent Fund, a
fund built up from the State’s Oil Wealth. However these
payouts or dividends are usually around $1,500 a year so
hardly equivalent to an annual income.
And even in Mendip, the proposals voted through can only
come to pass with the support of Government in Whitehall.
The next step is to write to Government asking for a trial.
That request may well fall on deaf ears, we will have to wait
and see. In the meantime Mendip is one of many Councils who
have asked for a trial.
The motion, proposed by Cllr Shane Collins, Leader of the
Green Party, was seconded by Cllr Ros Wyke, Lib Dem
Leader of the Council. It was duly passed with cross party
support; 29 councillors out of 47 voted in favour.
Cllr Collins told The Leveller® “In a time of COVID, Brexit,
Artificial Intelligence, the gig economy and Climate Emergency, the
amount of paid jobs are shrinking and with 5.8 million people on
Universal Credit and often falling through the net, now is the time
for a UBI trial in Mendip.”
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When relationships break down

New use for an old laptop?

by John Chettoe
Relationships are under strain like never before during the pandemic, as more couples break up and the divorce rate soars.
Being in each other’s company more than usual, socially isolated from family and friends, having to home school and worrying about job security and getting into debt, all take their toll
on even the strongest of couples. So, if there were strains in
relationships before the lockdowns started, it is not surprising
that COVID is causing more breakdowns now.
If you are in this situation and you and your partner have decided that things are no longer working as you would like, you
need to start considering your next steps. “It can be a really
painful experience for all concerned”, commented Ian Byworth,
CEO of Citizens Advice Mendip, “but you need to be clear about
your rights and obligations, especially if children are involved. Where
will your children live and how often will the other parent be able to
see them? Where will you live and how will you divide up your existing property between you? How will you pay the bills when you’re
living on your own?”
Key next steps
1. Separation: if you and your partner can agree on a separation, you don’t need to go to court. It’s cheaper and quicker to
do it yourselves. Write down your agreed arrangements and
then it’s a good idea to talk it through with a solicitor. You can
find one on the Law Society website.
2. If you can’t agree with your ex-partner: you can try to reach
an agreement using a mediator – someone who can help you
sort any differences you have about money, property or children. The process starts with a ‘mediation information and
assessment meeting’ (MIAM) where you’ll find out what mediation is and how it can help you. To find a local mediator search
for ‘Family Mediation Council’ in your browser. You may be
able to get help with mediation fees if you are on a low income.
3. Children: if possible, it’s best to keep arrangements about
children informal by finding a workable solution between you
or with the help of a mediator. You both have a responsibility
for the cost of looking after your children when you separate
and the parent who moves out may have to pay maintenance
to the partner looking after the children.
4. Deciding what to do about your home: normally you need
to decide who stays and who moves out; whether you both
move out and end the tenancy or decide to sell the family
home; whether one of you buys the other out or you carry on
living separate lives under the same roof. It all depends on
what you can afford and whether you have children.
5. Managing the money: you need to agree how to split up any
money you have jointly in bank or building society accounts,
savings accounts or investments. Similarly with any shared
debts, such as a loan or credit card.
6. Who to notify: if you pay Council Tax, you need to tell the
local council – you may pay less living on your own. If you get
benefits as part of a couple, you should tell the office that deals
with your claim as soon as you’ve separated as there’s a 30-day
deadline for most benefits. Also if you get tax credits you
should tell HMRC within 30 days.
You can access free, independent and confidential advice from
Citizens Advice across Somerset. Following government advice,
their offices are currently closed for face-to-face sessions, but
please visit their website www.citizensadvicemendip.org.uk for
details of how to email them. Alternatively, you can contact
their free Somerset Adviceline on 0808 27 87 842 (open MonFri, 10am-4pm).

The flavour of the moment is recycling old laptops so they can
be wiped clean and ‘repurposed’ for use in schools that don’t
have enough computers. We first got wind of the scheme
when we were approached by Barry O’Leary, Deputy Leader
of Mendip District Council (MDC). MDC were promoting an
initiative by Blackmore Ricotech, a company based just over
the border near Warminster.
Their Donate IT initiative seeks to recycle old technology and
raise funds for community causes. And while the machines in
current use at Leveller® Towers are not maybe in the first
flush of youth, we found a couple of others lingering in a dusty
corner that were even older. Nearly as old as the Editor.
Except that, as we now discover, the laptop wasn’t actually
invented until a decade or two after he was born.
Donate IT is a new project which encourages businesses and
staff to recycle their old tech including laptops, PC routers,
smartphones, tablets, games and more. The refurbished tech
or useful reclaimed elements are then used to raise cash to
benefit the community.
Pick a school
The scheme allows you to nominate schools you would like to
benefit. It is certainly not the only one as Steve Edmunds,
Chair of Blackmore Ricotech, acknowledges “There are many
great schemes popping up to help schools and community groups
gain access to technology during the pandemic and beyond.
Sanitising and recycling IT tech is what we do day in and day out,
ensuring we do the best for the planet whilst getting the optimum
value for items that can be reused and resold. So naturally we
thought, ‘how can we help?’”
In Wells, we also came across another scheme getting new
equipment together for
It isn’t a hold up, honest! Suitably
junior school children
socially distanced, Ed is handing
in the city and also in
overr a couple of old relics from
nearby Glastonbury,
who don’t have access Leveller Towers to Simon Barfoot of
Blackmore Ricohtech
to a computer.
Secretary of City of
Wells Lions, Ian
Williams, explains
“Working with local IT
companies, Microbitz and
Wellscope, the donated
computers will be
repurposed so that the
children can access their
school’s Learning Portal,
do homework, participate
in video conferences.”
Do you have any old IT
stuff that could be
repurposed and used to
help a local school?
Businesses and
organisations with
redundant equipment
can email DonateIT@r3ycle.co.uk to arrange a pickup. To
nominate your school or community group to be a recipient
of the Donate IT fund please email: DonateIT@r3ycle.co.uk
with your name, contact email address, telephone number and
up to 300 words as to how the fund could benefit you. Or, for
the Wells scheme call 0345 833 6736 and ask for Lions or
email cityofwellslions@gmail.com or call our partners in this
project, the Wells Coronavirus Network on 01749 467079.
They will organise collection.
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Psst! Wanna Buy Some Patient Records? by James Garrett
In January we reported that Somerset NHS Foundation Trust
(The Trust) had joined a growing number of local health
bodies selling patient records to a commercial company
conducting clinical research.
Our article prompted concerns that the personal data of
600,000 Somerset residents could be shared with the
company, Sensyne plc, even if they have specifically told the
NHS they do not want their patient records shared with
anyone other than medical staff treating them.
The apparent anomaly was brought to light by a Taunton man
who says he signed up to the National Data Opt-Out
(NDOO) in 2014. His NHS app specifically states: "Your choice
- You do not allow the use of your confidential patient information
for research and planning."
So he asked the trust to confirm that his files would not be
among the 1.1 million that it would be sharing with Sensyne.
The retired IT worker was shocked to be told by The Trust’s
director of governance, Phil Brice, “The opt-out does not apply
to ALL data-sharing (our emphasis).”
The Taunton man told The Leveller®, “I naturally thought NHS
Somerset would check my NHS national opt-out status before
sharing my medical data with a private company. Yet, when I
wrote they confirmed they would not.” The trust says it does not
know how many other residents might be in the same
situation.
Not applicable
A spokesperson for NHS Digital, which administers the
NDOO, confirmed, “The NDOO only applies to identifiable
patient information. If the data being shared has been anonymised
then it does not apply.”
So just how anonymous are the personal records which
Somerset has sold to Sensyne, in exchange for up to £250k
per year and 1,428,571 shares in the company, run by former
Labour minister Lord Drayson?
The Trust confirmed the data would include the first part of a
patient’s postcode – say, TA1 or TA12 – his or her age range
(say, 20-24 or 65-69), and gender. Our complainant, who has
a history of serious illness, wrote to Mr Brice, “My sincere
concern is that you are self-deciding that the medical data you are
selling to Sensyne is fully and safely anonymised. I do not think it is.
With a matching dataset – for example, from an insurance
company – you could match my part-postcode, my age range, my
gender and one or more past conditions. This would relatively
easily allow my identification.” He urged The Trust, which is due
to have signed a data sharing agreement with Sensyne by the
end of this month, to check with the Health Research
Authority that it was acting within the law in deciding that the

records it was selling could not lead to a patient’s
identification.
Mr Brice responded, “We have not consulted with the HRA. This
is because we are not sharing personal identifiable data with
Sensyne. Therefore, this sharing does not fall under their remit.”
The Leveller® asked the HRA if it agreed – and whether local
NHS trusts were entitled to decide for themselves whether
or not national guidelines could be ignored. It said, “It is not
possible to determine from the information provided whether there
is adequate anonymisation of the data you mention. That is the
responsibility of the data controller (at The Trust).”
Big business
Increasing numbers of NHS trusts are selling patient data to
Sensyne, which reports it now has the records of 6.8 million
patients. Hampshire Hospitals Trust and Wolverhampton
followed Somerset, each receiving the same fee. Somerset
says the income will be “invested in our analytical capability to
support research and improve patient care.”
Sensyne told us, “We work in partnership with the NHS to
analyse anonymised data for the purpose of improving patient care
and accelerating medical research. All data analysed by Sensyne
complies with the strictest standards of data security and privacy.”
In our complainant’s case The Trust has promised not to sell
his patient records to Sensyne. However, he feels they should
do more, telling Mr Brice, “You have not made it clear or
publicised the fact that people who do not want their data shared
need to re-apply to bar data-sharing, even though they are already
nationally opted out with the NHS.”
Indeed, just last month, the HRA published new guidelines
governing the handling of patient records. This advice states,
“Where patient information is being used for research, there
should be as much openness and transparency about that use as
possible.”
No opt out
But, perhaps most shocking of all, we have established that
there is effectively no national opt-out at present. It was due
to have been applied by all health bodies handling patient data
by March 2020. That deadline slipped, apparently as a result
of the coronavirus pandemic, to March 2021. It has slipped
further and trusts now have until 30 September to comply.
Our complainant commented, “If there is currently no checking
of the NDOO then there should be no commercial deals selling
and transferring private medical data until after September’s
deadline."
Somerset NHS trust says, “Our agreement with Sensyne is in
line with the Data Protection Act and General Data Protection
Regulation. To date we have not shared any date with Sensyne.”

Police funding row resolved
It is not often that Police force
funding makes headlines in this part of
the world. Police & Crime
Commissioner (PCC) Sue
Mountstevens proposed a budget for
2021/22 and with that a precept to
fund it. That’s the amount you and I
have to pay in a sort of local tax to
pay for the Police. The amount of the
Police precept does not normally
excite a lot of interest. The elections
for a new PCC have to date struggled
to get a turnout north of 25%.
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The lack of interest was reflected in
the fact that just one member of the
public turned up. That person,
Andrew Pope, spoke in public
questions stating his view that
"Neither councils nor the Police should be
increasing our council tax. Crime has
gone down and the PCC Ms
Mountstevens is not managing the
budget correctly!”
Essentially most of the Police budget
is for officers. So a reduction in the
budget equates to fewer Police on the

street. It is certainly an unusual point
of view and not one often aired.
Ms Mountstevens’ budget proposed a
rise in the precept of £15 per Band D
House. That was in line with most
other Police Forces in England and
Wales. In what quickly became an
acrimonious dispute, that proposal
was vetoed by the Police & Crime
Panel. Now that really is rare. Avon &
Somerset was the only force in the
country to have its proposals vetoed.
That said, the Police & Crime Panel is
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not there to rubber stamp whatever the PCC asks for.
Questions were asked about the money being spent on
Operation Remedy. This was a proactive campaign run across
Avon and Somerset to target residential burglary, knife crime
and the illegal supply of controlled drugs. The spend had
come in £1m under budget. Surely if the money wasn’t
needed this year it won’t be needed next. So went the logic
of the councillors on the Police & Crime Panel.
Revised precept
Meeting again on 19 February, Sue Mountstevens came back
with a reduced proposal. This asked the panel to approve a
precept increase of £13.39. The extra money to fund the
Police will be taken from reserves. But as the PCC pointed
out, this is not a sustainable solution for the long term. As
she also pointed out, it won’t be her problem as she will not
be standing for re-election in May.
Some of the ill will from the previous meeting came through
from the very beginning. Sedgemoor representative Janet
Keen started. She appeared to be more interested in taking
offence at the language used than the actual content of the
proposal. The very public veto and some of the reporting of it
drew a long shadow over the meeting. Some councillors tried
to suggest no offence was meant and officers should be
assured of their support. The PCC was scathing. She told the
meeting “Your veto did affect the morale of the Police. It was the
only veto in the country. It did affect morale and our officers were
disappointed.”
There were lots of questions, but the meeting was a muted
affair. In the end the proposal was put to support the PCC’s
precept. Everyone except Somerset County Council (SCC)
representative Josh Williams, voted in favour. Mr Williams
who did not speak at the meeting, abstained.

Mark Shelford, the Conservative candidate to be the next
PCC in Avon & Somerset, said: “It is telling that the Avon &
Somerset Police & Crime Panel decided to symbolically veto Sue
Mountstevens’ original budget – the only panel in England and
Wales to do so.
While funding and the precept are always controversial,
normally the PCC gets their way. This year the panel
members not only stood up for local residents who have had
to deal with loss of income due to COVID – there were also
serious questions raised around the efficiency and clarity of
the PCC’s financial performance.
Residents and frontline officers need to have confidence in
how money is being spent by police leaders. If elected as the
next PCC I will launch an immediate review into the
efficiency of the force and the PCC office. I’ll put in place
processes to ensure greater transparency and accountability,
which will deliver better outcomes in reducing crime.”
And after all the fuss died down, PCC Sue Mountstevens
suggested lease that an increase in the policing part of the
council tax means she would now be able to recruit officers
again. She noted the new precept meant she could “recruit 70
additional officers and enhance investigations capacity to improve
outcomes for victims…..The increase will allow Avon & Somerset
Police to manage cost pressures, maintain Operation Uplift – the
Government’s 2019 plans to recruit an additional 20,000 police
officers across the country – and enhance investigative capacity to
improve outcomes for victims of the most traumatic and lifechanging crimes such as rape and sexual offences, child abuse and
exploitation. The funding will also go towards developing the force’s
estates strategy by re-developing and improving our police station
provision.”
So business as usual for now, but a reserves problem to be
fixed in the future.
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Planning Brought to a Standstill
for the conversion of a single dwelling from a 25 cow milking
When your District Council are about to approve a set of
parlour and livestock building, results in over four hectares of land
proposals, the most important elements of which they have
being taken out of farming use. How can 25 cows produce less
not seen, you are bound to be a bit worried. That was where
phosphate than a single household?
Langport-based planning consultant, Clive Miller, found
……. These assumptions totally overlook the fact that in many
himself last month. On seeing the planning team proposals
locations phosphates can be stored in the ground and will never
that the South Somerset District Council (SSDC) were about
reach RAMSAR sites. Or that there are other ways to reduce
to discuss and adopt at a District Executive meeting, he asked
phosphates other than taking land out of production.
permission to speak.
Our many clients in this area are massively concerned and it is
At present all planning applications in areas that drain into the
crucial to the local economy that the correct decision is made
Levels, which is a special wetland site (technically a ‘RAMSAR’
today. Can you please look very carefully and take a challenging
site) are halted. They can only move forward if proposals are
approach to the assumptions being recommended to you.
put to mitigate the amount of phosphates that are being
Our specialist engineer submitted his report to Somerset
allowed to flow into the Levels, polluting this special
Ecology without response other than that NW will only
landscape.
use the Stodmarsh guidance. Surely that is not an adequate
Disputed proposals
response.
So SSDC planned a set of proposals. These hinged around a
So we recommend that you resolve to allow permissions to be
methodology that Natural England (NE) championed on a
granted on small sites where a neutral or net reduction in
wetland site in Kent. Essentially these proposals recognise
phosphates leaving the site is evident.
that farming is a major source of phosphate
In appropriate cases we recommend you agree
pollution. So they suggest that for every
the Stodmarsh based calculator with its
new build permitted on land where the
inappropriate assumptions is not applied.
water drains inta wetland region, a certain
Large sites will have to await the area wide
amount of land in the same region should
strategy being put in place.
be taken out of farming use. These are
We would also recommend to you that you
referred to as the Stodmarsh Proposals. To
spend your limited funds to employ a specialist
sum up the objections to these proposals, it
River Yeo near Langport
engineer to assess the resultant drainage
would probably be best to let Clive Miller’s
evidence rather than an ecologist as seems to be
words speak for themselves.
the intention.”
“We agree that RAMSAR sites must be protected. But consider the
Called off
approach to the problem being recommended to you (SSDC) is
And it there might have been left. Mr Miller had his say and
seriously deficient when it is applied to small sites. There are lots of
councillors were due to discuss whether to accept their
cases where onsite solutions can be used and we ask that you
planning team’s proposal or not. But councillors on the
reconsider the report today in so far as it applies to such sites.
District Executive were clearly getting nervous. A comfort
Some of the advice issued from NE and Somerset County Council
break was called suspiciously early in the agenda. Councillors
ecologists frankly defies common sense. So we commissioned a
vanished for a full 20 minutes. Bearing in mind this was just
report from a specialist engineer which we submitted to SSDC and
the District Executive not the full council, it felt like an
hopefully you’ve been given sight of it. We do wonder why this
unusually long time.
council has not carried out similar research itself on
It then appeared that a few members of the cabinet had gone
behalf of small businesses.
into a huddle to discuss the ramifications of Clive Miller’s
My further questions are these:
carefully calibrated destruction of their proposals. On
How can the committee agree to adopt the site based phosphate
resuming the meeting Val Keitch, the Leader of the council,
calculator (which works out how much land to take out of
announced “Because of some concerns about the mitigations, the
farm use for each new build) which you haven’t actually
decision has been made, I am announcing that we are pulling item
seen and which is not included in the report and so agree
11 (it was actually item 14 but let’s not split hairs) this morning
to something blind without checking the assumptions on
for further work to be looked at and further work to be done.
which it is based or even seeing an example of what happens
There are risks to doing that but we are going to do it and I’m
when it is applied in real life. For example are you aware that the
going to ask Tony Lock (Portfolio Holder) to make a comment but
NE assumptions based on the Stodmarsh model being used here,
then there will be no further discussion. It will be brought back at a
later stage.” Tony Lock had his say and that was that. As of
now, pretty much no planning applications can be approved
by South Somerset.
Elsewhere?
Elsewhere in Somerset things are not much better. A
spokesperson for Sedgemoor District Council told The
Leveller®: “The issue does not affect a large extent of the District
unlike other parts of Somerset, although there is some impact on
the rural areas to the east. This does mean that there is a small
number of around 20 applications which are caught by the issue
consisting of mainly single dwellings and agricultural development.
Currently those applications remain on hold.” As we went to
press the other districts were working on a way of calculating
phosphate emissions and proposing methods of compensating
for that.
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A Growing Shame by Martin Roundell Greene

Breakthrough for diabetic
foot ulcers
Last month the University of Bath announced the launch of a
new project designed to find a new treatment for dangerous
diabetic foot ulcers. The project, set up with a budget of
£1.7m, launched last month and will attempt to find new
treatments for debilitating and potentially deadly foot ulcers in
diabetics.
The project will examine the potential use of plasma
(electrically excited gas) jet technology and bacteria-killing
dressings in the treatment of wounds that are resistant to
antibiotics. The researchers hope the new treatments will
revolutionise the treatment of diabetics who develop foot
ulcers from biofilms. Biofilms are thick slimy layers formed by
bacteria and sugars clustering together. Once biofilms become
established, an infection can become resistant to antibiotics
and the bacteria involved become notoriously hard to remove
from the wound bed.
Groundbreaking treatment
Diabetic foot ulcers are a major disabling complication for
patients with diabetes (both Type 1 and Type 2). Current
treatment involves removing dead tissue (debridement) and
cleaning the wound, but it is difficult to get antimicrobial
substances to penetrate deep into the wound. In extreme
cases it can lead to patients having to undergo foot
amputations.
It is hoped that the technology being tested will allow deep
wound cleaning and enhanced healing. Ulcers will be treated
with plasma jet technology combined with novel gel wound
dressings, known as hydrogel dressings. These dressings,
which contain antimicrobial
molecules, are being engineered
at the University of Bath. A
second aim of the project is to
address the problem of
resistance to antibiotics within
the population.
Professor Toby Jenkins from
the Department of Chemistry at
the University of Bath, said: “We believe this treatment has the
potential to make a real impact on the lives of patients living with
chronic wounds within a few years.”
Langport podiatrist Gill Gibson told The Leveller® “This is a
fascinating project of which I, as a podiatrist, will be reading with
interest.Do remember, if you are a person with Diabetes, it is
always best to have your feet checked regularly and nails cut by a
registered health care professional, in order that you do not get
ulcers.”
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If you’re worried about the amount of litter strewn along our
roadside verges, so am I. And if you’re not, maybe you should
be. It’s a growing problem. Some of our roadside verges are
starting to look like those of a third world country. Here’s an
example from a drain on Kingston Hill near Ilminster. It’s not
just what the drain caught that’s the problem. It’s what got
through it: the chocolate wrappers and snack packets, coffeecup covers and PPE masks. They all get washed down into the
River Parrett and then on out to the sea.
My wife and I have taken to picking up countryside litter on
our daily exercise walks. The council has cut the roadside
hedges and verges back, last summer’s foliage has died away,
and new spring growth
hasn’t yet appeared. The
only thing that is growing
now, are the mounds of
rubbish. It’s
extraordinary what
motorists carelessly toss
into our green and
pleasant countryside.
Sweet papers and snack
packets, face masks and plastic bottles of course. You’ll find a
colourful range of soft drinks cans too. More sobering are the
large number of cider and beer cans, and the occasional premixed gin and tonics. This week I also picked up two vodka,
two whisky and a Napoleon brandy bottle. I imagine the
drinkers were disposing of the evidence before getting home.
Broken bottles are not just a nightmare for livestock and pet
owners walking their dogs, but straying onto the highway
don’t do a lot of good to car tyres either.
What’s to be done?
How can the litter tossers be stopped, or at least
discouraged? How can they be made to realise that tossing
litter into the countryside is simply unacceptable? Well, that’s
easier said than done. First we should make clear that littering
in the countryside is a serious offence. So the penalty for
dropping litter needs to be serious too. Why not increase the
fixed-penalty charge from the present ‘up to £150’ to ‘up to
£1,000’. I’d also like to see tossing litter out of a car made a
motoring offence so that magistrates have the power to add
penalty points to the driver’s licence. And then sentence
tossers to hours of unpaid community work. Very often that
unpaid community work can take the form of picking litter.
Schools and colleges can help. A series of information films
highlighting the damage that littering does to the environment
should be part of the curriculum. You’d think that after David
Attenborough’s Blue Planet series everyone might understand
the impact of plastic rubbish on the countryside, rivers and
the sea.
Campaigns
I’d also like to see roadside campaigns, not permanent but
periodic ones like the political ones we see at election: “KEEP
BRITAIN TIDY. TAKE YOUR LITTER HOME”; or “FOR THE
KIDS’ SAKE, KEEP OUR PLANET TIDY”.
If you’d like to join in and pick litter up during the course of
your daily routine, contact
the countryside charity
CPRE Somerset, and they
can kit you out with a
picker, gloves and hi-viz
vest if you commit to a
regular litter-pick in your
area. Details at
www.cpresomerset.org.uk
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Rockin’ in the Cheese World

Lindseys Lines by Lindsey Wright

Once upon a time in a field far away someone had an idea.
Let’s turn a farm into a pop festival for the weekend. It was of
course mostly a farm. So much so that when The Kinks
headlined the first ever festival in 1970, the bill enticed
punters with the offer of free farm milk for the weekend. A
big point was made of selling food at fair prices. It was as much
farmers market as pop festival.
These days at the mention of Worthy Farm, just about every
soul in the land will think Glastonbury Festival. The idea that it
is actually a farm passes most by. I mean fields, yes. Mud,
legendary quantities of it. But actual farming, producing milk,
that sort of unfashionable day-to-day stuff, nah….
Until now. The dairy herd have been a more regular fixture of
Worthy Farm than the Glastonbury Festival. I guess dairy
cattle don’t have a ‘fallow year’. And now the milk is being put
to the very best of uses.
Cheesy heritage
Michael Eavis, the Glastonbury Festival Creator, said: "About
100 years ago, my grandfather decided to make the milk at
Worthy Farm into Caerphilly cheese.” But this is Somerset, not
Wales, I hear you cry. Well yes, and Mr Eavis continues “Now,
after 50 years of our recent festival history, our farm milk is being
made into cheese once again.” This time it is an aged cheddar
made in partnership with neighbouring Wyke Farms.
Leveller® Towers has not been privy to an early bird sample
but according to the marketing gurus “Worthy Farm Reserve
Cheddar is aged under wood for six months, delivering a mature
rounded, smooth and moreish flavour with a hint of sweetness, that
melts to give a lasting, creamy flavour.”
And as to selling it, well here is another Glastonbury
connection. Two years ago the Co-op became the
Glastonbury Festival’s first retail partner. In June 2019, Co-op
built a bespoke, fully operational 6,000 square foot food store
at Glastonbury Festival and when the Festival finally returns
post-COVID, they look forward to doing it all over again.
In between times the Co-op have the exclusive on the new
Worthy Farm Cheddar. And during the initial promotion
every month there’ll be a chance for Co-op members and
customers to win tickets to the next Glastonbury Festival. The
competition will be highlighted in-store by a special on-pack
promotion.
And when the Festival finally returns, there may not be free
milk, but if you don’t mind paying, there will be some homegrown cheese to tuck into in between being rocked by the
global acts on stage.

End of tax year PAYE procedures

Cancellations
As we reported last month, unemployment is high and rising
across Somerset. But spare a thought for the hospitality
industry.
Yes, the Prime Minister has published a road map to chart a
path beyond lockdown and back to some kind of normality.
But for many in the hospitality trade, especially B&B owners
and catering businesses, 2021 is already looking bleak.
Major events that draw crowds of tens of thousands into the
county have already been cancelled for 2021: to date we are
aware that Glastonbury 2021, Yeovilton Air Day 2021 and the
Live in Somerset, a show which has brought acts like Tom
Jones and the Kaiser Chiefs to Vivary Park in Taunton, have all
been cancelled.
For many of our local hospitality businesses, the end of
lockdown will be welcome, but it will not mean 2021 is
necessarily going to be any easier than 2020.
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By the time this is published there will be under three weeks
to the end of the tax year. So are you ready? If you are an
employer how are you fixed for all the usual end of year
procedures?
And what sneaky little tricks has HMRC got up their sleeves
for this year end?
By and large the answer to that question is “not a lot”. The
year-end PAYE procedures remain the same as usual.
Having said that, HMRC report that a significant number of
employers still struggle with the process. Some of the things
you need to do are annoying, but necessary. For instance
when you make your last payroll run for 2020/21 to cover
paydays up to the 5 April and submit it to HMRC, the so
called full payment submission or FPS. On the submission you
need to include an indicator that this is indeed the final PAYE
submission of the tax year.
Really?
Oh yes, because if you don’t…..your nightmare is just
beginning. Expect HMRC to start haranguing you with all
kinds of reminders and estimated demands for payments
which almost certainly will not actually be due.
Now most standard payroll software these days should have a
“final payment” indicator within it.
If it doesn’t do not despair.
Another chance
Remember you will also have to file your employment
payment summary (EPS) too. When you send in your EPS, this
does have a box to indicate that it is the last payment of the
tax year. So if it is,
make sure you tick it!
Your EPS must be paid
over to HMRC by 19
April. So again make
sure that the deadline is
burnt into your
forehead.
However there is just one change to the year end processes
for PAYE. If there are prior period changes to be made to the
payroll, you can’t do this, as you used to be able, by using the
Earlier Year Update (EYU). Oh boy do they like using their
TLAs (Three Letter Acronyms) down at the HMRC offices.
So what do you do if you need to put amendments through?
The answer is back to the full payment submission again. You
need to put all the corrections through on the FPS before you
submit it. So don’t just go ahead and submit the FPS without
thinking about any amendments that might need to be made in
respect of earlier items that got missed.
Codes
Having got that lot out of the way, what about tax codes for
your employees for the new tax year. HMRC promised that
they would all be available by email by the end of February. So
to be honest most people should have no excuse for not
getting them set up. You can
view the coding notices online
through your PAYE account.
In any case we are told that
come what may the new codes
will be posted out before 19
March. So hopefully by the time
you are reading your Leveller, at
least this task will be on the
verge of being sorted.
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Legally Speaking by Catherine Murton (Partner & Head of Private Clients, Pardoes Solicitors)
For anyone that has been reading this column
for a while you will know that I have a black
and white cockapoo named Cara. I often joke
with my sons that she is my third child and
she is certainly less trouble than the other
two! She has been even more important
during lockdown, giving walks purpose and
company when working from home.
I am often requested to leave a gift in a Will to a pet but,
unfortunately, this is not possible as any gift in a Will must
have an indentifiable human beneficiary. It is possible to leave
sums in Trust for a pet but this has proved quite legally
troublesome and is not advisable. Apart from anything else,
the Trustees must administer the Trust and this can be very
onerous when there are pets to be cared for.
However, just because something is not advisable does not
mean that it doesn’t happen. Oprah Winfrey has reportedly
executed a Will leaving $30 million in trust for her dogs,
Luke, Layla, Sadi, Sunny and Lauren. That is an awful lot of
grooming sessions!
Hotelier Leona Helmsley, who was once famously quoted as
saying “We don’t pay taxes. Only the little people pay taxes”,
left £2.5 billion in Trust to care for her dogs and a further £8
million to her favourite Maltese called Trouble, rather
appropriately as it turned out. The rather unpleasant lady
excluded some of her grandchildren in her Will and those
that were included had conditions placed on their inheritance
such as tending her grave. Poor Trouble received death
threats and, eventually, a judge reduced the legacy to £2
million, dividing the remaining £6 million between the
grandchildren.

The Trustees of the Trust for Dusty Springfield’s cat, Nicholas,
must have been thrilled when they noted their instructions to
feed him on only imported British baby food, to provide him
with a seven foot high indoor tree house and to serenade him
daily with Dusty’s greatest hits, not to mention the additional
wish that Nicholas be ‘married’ to the female cat owned by
one of his guardians.
None of this detracts from the very understandable wish to
ensure that our pets are loved and cuddled after we are gone.
Some pets, such as parrots and tortoises, have very long
lifespans and ensuring that their quite complex needs are met
is a priority for their owners.
The best solution to this problem is to gift the pet to a chosen
beneficiary, perhaps with a legacy to cover the expense of
upkeep. A letter can be stored with your Will outlining care
requirements or giving details of the pet’s preferences. This is
not legally binding but can be very helpful to those taking on
the responsibility.
Before leaving your pet to someone it would be sensible to ask
the person whether they would be happy to accept the animal.
When there is no-one suitable there are lots of animal
charities that will commit to the necessary care and rehoming
where appropriate.
When there are no instructions in a Will for the care of
surviving pets it is the responsibility of the Executors of the
Will to decide what should be done and this could include
euthanasia. It may also result in the animal being taken on by
someone who does not know how to provide the right care.
If you would like to talk to me about protecting your furry friend (or,
of course, feathered or shelled) then please call me on 01935
382689 or email at catherine.murton@pardoes.co.uk
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Job Column

Is there a journalist in you
Itching to get out?

Contact us:
levellereditor@gmail.com
We offer 2 week internships.
See if this really is the stuff you are made of?
All social distancing protocols
will be followed throughout
You’ll see how a newspaper is put together
You’ll have the opportunity to join in.
To write your own piece for The Leveller®

Don’t prevaricate - give it a go!
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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.

My Somerset Home

My Somerset Home
Is the stamp duty holiday over? by Sarah Ford
While many hundreds of thousands of buyers have benefitted
from the SDLT holiday since its introduction in July 2020, its
time is now nearly up for the majority. The current Stamp
Duty Land Tax (SDLT) holiday is set to expire on 31 March
2021 with strong assertions from the Treasury that it will not
be extended. So what does it mean for current and ongoing
transactions?
Any conveyancing transaction that has not completed on or
before 31 March 2021 will attract SDLT at the rates which
were in place prior to the SDLT holiday. As an example, a
purchaser wishing to purchase a property for £390,000 after
31 March 2021 will have to pay £9,500 of SDLT. A full
breakdown of the rates can be found here –
https://www.gov.uk/stamp-duty-land-tax/residential-propertyrates
For many it is now a race against the clock to ensure their
transaction completes prior to the end of the SDLT holiday,
but regrettably there are many factors which are outside of
our control that may make completion before the end of the
holiday impossible. For example, delays within the chain
relating to mortgage paperwork, valuations, search results and
COVID-related illness could all delay an agreed completion
date.
Hope for first timers
If you are a first time buyer, you may still benefit from not
having to pay SDLT, as the relief for
first time buyers introduced prior to
the current SDLT holiday will remain in
place post 31 March 2021.
This relief means that first time buyers
will continue not to pay SDLT on the
first £300,000 of their purchase price;
5% SDLT is then payable on the
portion from £300,001 to £500,000
and for those first time buyers
purchasing over £500,001 the rates are
the same as those that have purchased
before.
For further information and should you
have any questions about completing
before the end of the SDLT holiday
please speak with your conveyancer. If you would like to talk
to Battens about any of the issues raised here, please email
Sarah Ford sarah.ford@battens.co.uk or call 01929 500328.
Stop Press: on 3 March the Chancellor announced the SDLT holiday
would be extended to 30 June this year giving you a little more time
to plan

.
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My Somerset Home
An attractive four
bedroom
attached period
cottage in the
popular village of
Middlezoy with
gardens, garage
and workshop.
Further
accommodation
comprises an
updated shower
room to the first
floor and a
kitchen/diner,
lounge, utility,
cloakroom and
conservatory to
the ground floor.
The cottage also
has an attractive
detached garage
and workshop
which has the
potential to make
a wonderful home
office. Viewing is
essential to appreciate the full potential of the property. No ONWARD CHAIN, EPC D

Price £380,000 freehold
To view contact English Homes on 01458 252530 or sales@english-homes.co.uk
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25th year and still going strong
Somerset Credit Union is celebrating its 25th year of providing
loans to the local community. Starting out in 1996, by
September 2020 it had 1,064 members with savings of over
£800,000. And they start em young here. £46,423 savings
were from junior members.
Credit Union’s like this one play a vital role in the economy
helping those who have been left behind by the banking
system. That was never more important than it is today. The
Financial Conduct Authority reported recently that one in
four adults in the UK have been left financially vulnerable from
the COVID 19 pandemic. Nor is the pain of financial difficulty
being shouldered equally with a higher proportion of those in
difficulty being either young, or from the BAME community.
The Somerset Credit Union offers loans to members at an
APR of 19.6%. For those who cannot get a bank account and
would otherwise be driven into the hands of loan sharks and
payday loan companies, this is a lifeline.
The Credit Union still makes an assessment of
creditworthiness, but based on their own experience of the
individual. This is a personal service, not some faceless credit
rating company. They will look at your savings record and
repayment performance if you’ve had a loan with the Credit
Union before.
The Somerset Credit Union has over £1m in assets and
because of its success in managing its loan books, is able to pay
dividends to savers. For the last year that amounted to 1.25%
on balances. Which actually compares favourably with many
banks and building societies, though of course that is not the
point. The rate of dividend depends on the performance of
the Credit Union so can vary from one year to the next.
Contact details can be found in their ad on p32
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At The Farm Gate By Graham Walker

Guy the Grape by Guy Smith

Vaccination and Vets
It is indeed good news that the NHS covid vaccination
programme is making such good progress. As I write these
lines, Helen is booked in for her first jab tomorrow, 23rd
February. Of course farmers are no strangers to vaccinations,
we do it all the time. I had wondered about offering to
vaccinate Helen myself, to save the NHS time and money.
Maybe though Helen might not appreciate the usual technique,
which involves a two inch long needle of about two millimeter
diameter delivered straight into the rump!
All farmers require to have a good working relationship with
their vets. Of necessity though, farmers have to become
experts at a wide range of veterinary techniques. Sheer
economics dictate this. Modern vets charge several pounds a
minute for their services, and when the value of a sheep
maybe around £100, you can see why farmers have to become
proficient amateur vets. As well as administering vaccines,
farmers have to be able to administer drugs, treat animals for
worms and other parasites, remove horn buds, castrate where
necessary, trim hooves, fit ear tags and countless other
procedures. Probably the most important branch of veterinary
science that a farmer has to master is midwifery. This is
particularly true for the sheep farmer. I had to call the vet
recently for a difficult calving. This was a prudent move as
both cow and calf are doing fine, which I don’t think would
have been the case if I had tried to manage on my own. With
lambing it is important that you master the techniques
yourself. Lambing time will soon be with us with all its joys and
trials.
Teaching someone else to be good at lambing is not easy. First
you have to wait for a lambing ewe that needs assistance.
Your pupil then examines the ewe by putting a hand inside.
When examining a ewe, it is necessary to have eyes in ones
finger tips. You ask your pupil what they can feel. Is there a
head, a tail, a front leg or a back leg? When your pupil says
they are not sure, it is only too easy to examine the ewe
yourself, deliver the lamb and your pupil has learned nothing.
Patience is needed. I learned a lot about lambing from a friend
and fellow farmer who is sadly no longer with us called Steve
Perrin. He came here many years ago to attend to a lambing
that had me stuck. Within minutes he had found the problem,
showed me what to do, and everything was sorted. What had
happened in this case was I had found two front legs and a
head, but just could not deliver the lamb. Steve taught me that
if this happens it is pretty well guaranteed that the front legs
belong to two different lambs. The answer is to push
everything back inside and start again, being sure to match the
legs with the head.
I am now praying for fine weather, as lambing involves getting
up at night to check all is well. This is very pleasant on a still,
moonlit night, but not much fun in a howling gale with
horizontal rain!
Helen Walker and husband Graham own School Farm and the
farm shop at Muchelney which you can contact on 01458 251 127

Is the buzz still on fizz?
The reputation of English wine has
grown massively over the last few
years and mainly this has been
because of sparkling wines that have
taken the world by storm. I would
say rightly so as they are now up
with the very best but where does this leave still white red
and rosé wines? This will be
controversial for anybody in the business
but, I would say that in 10-15 years’ time
they will be just as popular as their
bubbly cousins rather than seen as the
poor relation.
Improving
The reason for this is that the quality is
improving year by year partly due to the
climate but also because people are
learning better techniques for growing
grapes with enough ripeness. There’s
also the fact that we have all planted
millions of Pinot Noir and Chardonnay
vines which are both sought after for
high quality wine in cooler climates. The
cost of even a basic Burgundy red or
white made from the same grapes will
set you back minimum £15.00 and this is
the potential quality that we’ll be aiming
for. There is also a grape called Bacchus
that is like a super aromatic Sauvignon
or Albarino in style which is becoming
very popular.
Watch this space!
Some to try?
Of course modesty doesn’t permit me to recommend our
own white wine
but there are
other lovely
examples in
Somerset –
Oatley
Vineyard near
Cannington
specialise in
white wines
including one
kept in Accacia
Oak barrels
https://www.oa
tleyvineyard.co.uk/ you can buy direct from them or from
Somerset Wine Company in Castle Cary. Otherwise the
Chapel Down wines are consistently good
www.chapeldown.com and widely available.

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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Somerset Lives by Stephanie Harris Plender
This month: Robert Peto, Chair of PROMISEworks
Long-term Somerset resident Robert Peto is co-founder of
the charity PROMISEworks which provides mentoring for
some of the county’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged
young people, aged 5 – 25. The Somerset charity is on a
short list of three in the charities section of the Somerset
Chambers of Commerce Business of the Year Awards, which
will be announced later this month. Stephanie Harris Plender
spoke to Robert Peto for the next in our series of interviews
with Somerset locals about their working lives and about
their likes and dislikes concerning the county.
Tell me a bit about the name – what does it mean? And why
did you set up the charity?
RP: PROMISEworks developed in 2017 out of a previous charity
that raised funds for mentoring services run by the local authority.
When things got difficult financially, a group of us converted that
charity into an operational one, with volunteer mentors run by
professionals. The reason why it’s called PROMISEworks is because
the promise is that a mentor will be with a
young person for a minimum of two years.
And the second part – “works” – is because
it works. The mentoring process is based
on attachment theory, the idea that human
beings are likely to be more stable in their
lives if they have a solid, sound, loving
relationship from birth onwards. They build
attachments very quickly. But with
youngsters who end up at the attention of
the authorities, the interventions provided
are not long-term because of the constraints on the system. Social
workers give of their best but there are too few of them, they are
underpaid and under-resourced. There’s high staff turnover so
interventions are not long-term and yet what is needed when you
have a young person who is stressed is a long-term relationship.
Our volunteer mentors go through an intensive training
programme and then they are matched by our professional team
to people who have been referred by social services or the school
or the police or some other agency as somebody who needs this
type of support in the medium to long term. Most mentors meet
with their mentees once a week.
What’s been the impact of the Covid pandemic on the
charity’s work?
RP: We’ve been affected both operationally and in terms of
increased demand. We were really worried when we entered
lockdown in March last year with 85 mentee/mentor relationships
that we would lose a lot of them because physical presence is
vitally important. But we managed to get through it with other
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forms of communication. And after the first lockdown, with
changed regulations, we have kept meeting face to face unless
people in higher risk groups wanted to meet virtually. What we
couldn’t do was much training; people would ask why not train
online and the answer is that the suitability of a person for the
volunteer mentor role can only be judged by personal interaction
and observation. So we go through very strong vetting processes
and when people are being trained they are being watched the
whole time – body language, words, attitudes, everything is being
assessed. We’ve had to stop taking referrals because we couldn’t
match mentors to mentees if we couldn’t train and we now have
125 waiting. The good news is that, following the recent
announcements, we’re planning to resume training in early April.
You have spent a substantial part of your working life abroad
and in London, why did you settle here for good? What do
you particularly like about Somerset?
RP: It’s a beautiful county in terms of its geography, appearance
and the variety of scenery. But the real point is I
am a West Country man by background. I was
born in London but my family on my father’s side
have farmed in Somerset since the middle of the
19th century and my heart is here. I went to school
here, my children were educated here, so it wasn’t
difficult to come back to Somerset. One of the
things that really attracts us to this area are the
people. Just open-hearted, good natured, polite,
they take you at face value. It’s not the size of
your motor car, it’s what are you as a person. And
it means that we have been able to build a friendship group across
the entire spectrum and it has really enriched our lives.
And is there one thing you particularly dislike or would most
like to change?
RP: The internet. This is a personal concern for us in
Baltonsborough, though I have been fortunate to be able to install
satellite communication in order to get some semblance of a
reliable signal. But the issue is that really the county’s still vastly
underserved. If you go to some of the more challenged areas in
West Somerset there are villages that don’t have any
communication other than the telephone. This actually circles back
to PROMISEworks because there are children and young adults
who haven’t got proper access to the internet and who then can’t
benefit as much as they should from distance schooling. So this is
one thing I particularly don’t like about Somerset - not just because
I struggle but because a lot of people are struggling.
For more information about PROMISEworks, see
https://www.promiseworks.org.uk/
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Cobbs Column by Jane Rodger
Garlic!
Love it or hate it garlic, probably the best known food not
always for all the right reasons, is probably our cheapest and
most effective super food!
Did you know it actually contains all of the following nutrients
in decent quantities?
It is rich in vits A,B1,B2,B12, D and E!
It also contains the following minerals in a highly absorbable
form:
Copper, manganese, phosphorous, selenium, and iron.
Most importantly it is one of the only food stuffs to contain
sulphur compounds in a bio active form. This means it can
actively kill off bacteria such as infections and fungal disorders.
These compounds are very complex and have many vital roles
in body health. Metabolically they help to lower blood
pressure very effectively, lower blood cholesterol, and
significantly reduce the risk of heart disease.
The most important sulphur compound allicin, unique to garlic
has the ability to kill off bacterial and fungal infections very
effectively.
Proved to effectively treat the common cold, flu, viral
pneumonia, and stomach complaints including ridding the body
of salmonella, E. coli, the helicobacter bacteria that causes
many digestive diseases. And Candida gut infection
Interestingly research has shown it is very effective at treating
muscle discomfort and cramps!
A crushed fresh clove can be directly applied to fungal skin
infections such as athlete’s foot, a dressing applied and left on
for 30 mins a day is all it takes!
The only setback is the pong!
There are many ways we can ingest garlic! Raw is best,
crushed cloves mixed with honey make a fabulous cough
elixir. Use in cooking regularly or make a salad dressing,
probably the best and most nutritious way! Simply crush 6
cloves into 200 ml good quality olive oil, add juice one lemon,
2tsps honey and give it a good shake. Use to drizzle over
pasta, salads, grilled fish etc.
If eating garlic isn’t your thing try a supplement. There are
plenty on the market which can be confusing. Basically there
are two types, aged, and standard garlic. The aged is a more
superior form where the compounds have gone through a
long extraction process concentrating their effectiveness for
chronic health conditions such as heart disease, blood
pressure, chronic fungal infections etc.
Standard garlic is still effective for the above over a long
period of time, but is also good for overall health and blood
cleansing, helping to protect us from contracting bacterial and
fungal diseases, it is also brilliant at breaking down excessive
mucous production, helping to end the misery of sinus and
catarrh infections.
One word of caution, such is its effectiveness at lowering
blood pressure please check with your health care
professional if you are already taking medications, for dose
safety. It also has blood thinning qualities so a supplement may
not be suitable for those on blood thinners.
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The garden in March
My anemone blanda, primroses and
crocuses are suddenly showing signs of
enthusiasm. The cyclamen coum have been
lovely partners for the early snowdrops.
The pulmonarias are coming out, and so am
I.
Since freezing in the middle of February, the
first week of March promises record high
temperatures. The wind direction is veering
clockwise as a warm weather system passes through. If this is
due to global warming, I will try not to be pleased about it,
but I am heartily sick of wet and cold weather. I want to get
out in the garden for a proper session of weeding the
borders.
A trip out to buy something new for the garden is long
overdue. Garden centres are ideal places for socially
distanced retail therapy, although the cafes will be closed until
further notice – mid March or April is the current indication.
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by Kath Crouch

It is time to stock up on seeds,
compost and spring planted bulbs like
dahlias.
Visit the independent plant nurseries,
usually run by only one or two
dedicated owners, who had a tough
time of it recently. Many will be shut
in early March, their plants growing
on in polytunnels ready for Easter
weekend, 2nd to 4th April. You will find plants at good value
and varieties you may not see in garden centres.
You will find a Hardy Plant Society list on a gatefold leaflet on
stands in supermarkets – look for pale green cards titled
Somerset Specialist Nursery List 2020. There are others to
be found on http://independentplantnurseriesguide.uk/ and it
is worth a look to see who is open now so you can beat the
Easter rush.
Mail order companies like Ashridge Nurseries, Avon Bulbs,
Chew Valley Trees, Kelways and Long Acre Plants have
carried on as normal, with increased sales as people have fully
embraced internet shopping. Small companies like Pennard
Plants are experiencing such a demand that the poor packers
can’t keep up, and they can’t speed up with more staff as they
need be stationed apart in the packing shed to stay Covid
safe. Please be patient!
Forde Abbey Nursery will be open in spring, so keep
checking the website. Desert to Jungle near Taunton is open.
Broadleigh Bulbs are mostly click and collect but with a few
plants for sale while their gardens are open now, 9-4, Monday
to Friday.
The Marjory Fish Nursery at East Lambrook is a Mecca for
rare snowdrop and hellebore lovers and opened 3rd February.
Blooming Wild Nursery opens 3rd March, CB Plants will soon
open. Special Plants near Bath will open in April but is posting
seeds all over the world. I want to go to them all!
Is Chelsea Flower Show still essential for plant nursery
marketing? I know of two companies in Somerset who have
built strong brands over decades. They developed their
shopping sites since 2003, and quietly stopped exhibiting at
Chelsea a couple of years ago, saving themselves a lot of
stress and over £20,000 in exhibition costs, with little
reduction in turnover.
Who knows if Chelsea will maintain its status in a post-Covid
world, with a virtual show in May and the actual show
postponed until September for the first time in 108 years?
Meanwhile, I shall be out in my Somerset garden - with
enthusiasm.
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NGS Garden of the Month
Fairfield
Fairfield has an informal garden
of great variety, surrounding the
house which dates from the 12th
century, but was largely rebuilt
in Elizabethan times.
The 18th century park has fine
trees and views of the
Quantock Hills and the sea. The
woodland garden is particularly
interesting in spring, with many
naturalised and unusual bulbs
including snowdrops, crocuses, cyclamen, daffodils, fritillarias,
wood anemones and bluebells among flowering Shrubs and
Trees.
The walled former kitchen garden
includes interesting small trees, shrubs
and grass, with a rose garden and
herbaceous border
Children and adults can enjoy the
small paved replica of the original
maze.
There are many kinds of apple in the
traditional orchard with daffodils
planted in the grass, leading on to
more woodland and pleasant walks.
Fairfield has much to enjoy whether exploring or relaxing.
Disability information: Wheelchair access possible grassed paths.
Facilities: Home-made teas, Plants for sale, No coaches.
NGS opening details: Sunday 11 April between 2pm and
5pm.
All garden visits to be pre-booked via NGS website.
Admission: £5.00, child free.
Address & Postcode: Stogursey, Bridgwater TA5 1PU
Directions: Stogursey, 7m E of Williton. 11m W of
Bridgwater. From A39 Bridgwater to Minehead road turn
North; garden 1½m West of Stogursey on Stringston road.
Other Gardens Open for the NGS
Please note: until further notice all garden visits must be prebooked. This means visiting the NGS Website
http://www.ngs.org.uk and following the "find a garden" link,
then typing in the garden name. This will display the the
opening dates available to be booked.
To see more gardens open for the NGS, see The Yellow
Book, or Local County Leaflet, available from local Garden
Centres, or go to: http://www.ngs.org.uk
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Fickle Mistress March
The last week of February treated us all to beautiful Spring like
weather, but us gardeners know that March can be very fickle
and bring us all back down to earth. However, during March
there are plenty of spring bulbs making an appearance
regardless of the weather and there are gardening jobs we can
do under cover to get ahead.
Spring bulbs are a must for any garden, informal or formal, and
they appear in succession from now until Tulips bring up the
rear in April and May. Its worth making a note of any gaps in
the border, perhaps popping in a label (or take a photo) to
remind you, so that come the autumn you can supplement
them with fresh stock. Sometimes it’s hard to envisage how
bulbs will look when bought
dry and dormant in autumn,
so maybe buy bulbs now
that are already growing and
pop them in now.
If you can get undercover,
some seeds can be planted
now to plant out later –
many of the cabbage family
can be sown now, as can lettuce, beetroot, and salad leaves
for planting out, and chillies, Aubergines, cucumbers, tomatoes
and French beans that are to be grown to maturity in a
greenhouse. Sow into modules and pot on as they grow.
Leave tender plants such as runner beans, courgettes and
sweetcorn until April for planting out in May.
A period of settled weather mid month means you will be able
to plant out early potatoes too.
Don’t forget for help and information about the garden, go to
www.monktonelm.com
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Behind the Wheel by David Young
End lockdown in a refreshed Fiat 500
With a little bit of luck it appears
normal service will soon be resuming.
Or as normal as it’s likely to be after
the strangest year in most of our lives.
It’s probably just a coincidence but if
you’re looking to cheer yourself up the
light at the end of the tunnel might be
shining on just the thing.
Fiat has done its best to brighten our
lives for 2021 in the shape of a
completely refreshed 500 family.
Whether it’s the cute little 500 or the
bigger, more family friendly 500X and
500L these are popular choices for a
lot of people.
If you have plans to celebrate lockdown
being lifted with a new car you might
be interested to know there’s a fresh
new range of options and trim levels
available right now.
Under the bonnet there isn't a huge
amount of choice, but then that isn’t
the point of the Fiat 500. The new 500
is fitted with the 70hp Hybrid engine, a
choice of two petrol engines are
available on the 500X range – a 1.0
litre, 120hp and 1.3-litre 150hp DCT –
and the 500L is exclusively available
with a 1.4 litre 95hp petrol engine. All
the engines across the 500 family
comply with the latest emissions
regulations. They’ll all be
reasonably nippy and suitably
economical and that’s really
all that matters.
It’s customising the look of
your new Fiat 500 that will
take some thought. The
range enjoys a refresh for
2021 with updated trim
levels, exterior colours and
interior designs. Plenty of
boxes to tick when you’re
choosing your car. Fiat has
taken the decision to
standardise the trim levels
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across the range so it doesn’t
really matter which body style you
prefer. Each model gets five trim
levels, and each trim has received a
boost in specification.
The Pop trim offers a simple and
affordable entry point into the 500
family range. Updated colour
options include the new, exclusive
Sicilian orange livery,
complemented by new fabric blue
seats, embellished with the FIAT
monogram and a dedicated
dashboard in new Techno blue.
The Connect trim level adds a high
level of technology as standard,
with a 7-inch infotainment system
with DAB radio, and smartphone
connectivity. You also get new
seats paired with a brand-new
dashboard finish in matt silver. Standard
features on the 500 Connect also
include cruise control, parking sensors,
sports steering wheel with audio
controls, 15-inch alloy wheels and fog
lights. The Connect is also available in
an exclusive new Perbene
grey/Vesuvius black two-tone finish.
If you opt for the 500X it comes with
black seats, techno-leather steering
wheel with audio controls and 17-inch

alloy wheels. It also features dark tinted
rear windows, fog lights, LED DRLs,
parking sensors and dusk and rain
sensors. The 500L Connect comes with
16-inch alloy wheels and body-coloured
door mirrors.
The 500 Dolcevita builds on the
Connect specification and adds a hint of
nostalgia with references to the original
1957 Nuova 500. The interiors include
body-colour dashboard, while chromeplated details, a glass sunroof, 15inch alloy wheels and the
Dolcevita badge finish the
exterior changes. A two-tone
livery is also an option alongside
Bossa Nova White and Lunar
Grey paint.
There’s also a little bit extra
available in the shape of the 500
Dolcevita Plus. It adds a few
bonus features to the Dolcevita
specification with automatic
climate control, 7-inch TFT
screen, 3D satellite navigation and
16-inch alloy wheels.

Motoring

At the top of the 500 range is the Sport trim which now
includes an optional matt grey finish, and dedicated Sport
badge. As standard the 500 Sport adds 16-inch alloy wheels,
new electric heated seats, automatic air conditioning, new
titanium colour dashboard, 7-inch TFT screen and privacy
windows to the already impressive specification.
The 500L Sport has also been tweaked, with 17-inch alloy
wheels, City brake control, electrochromatic rear view
mirror, interior in black technoprene material, privacy glass
and ambient lighting. The 500X completes the range with
18-inch alloy wheels in burnished black, or optional 19-inch
wheels, and exclusive matt Fashion grey livery.
The 500X and 500L are also available in Cross trim. Based
on the Connect specification, the 500X Cross debuts new
seats with a camouflage-patterned centre panel and vinyl
inserts, plus 19-inch alloy wheels, roof rack and automatic air
conditioning as standard. The 500L Cross comes as standard
with 17-inch alloy wheels, fog lamps, rear parking sensors,
dusk and rain sensors, automatic air conditioning.
Camouflage-motif interiors or optional black leather seats
are also available.
Once you’ve chosen your trim level you can personalise your
Fiat 500 just a little bit more. Dedicated accessory packs for

technology, safety, comfort and style add the finishing
touches to the character of the 500 should you feel there’s
something missing from your list.
The new Fiat 500 is available to order now with prices
starting from a touch over £13k. You can either sneak in and
order yours online or save it another few weeks and make
the trip in person when planet earth reopens for business.
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A wealth of Bulgarian experiences
With my travels currently restricted, I
quickly became aware that now we
have left Europe my passport would
need renewing as it was nearing its
expiry date and the extra six months
which had been added to it were no
longer valid. My old passport was sent
away together with two new photos
and I completed the form which would
require signing for by the passport
office. I then tracked the delivery via
the track and trace app.
However after a few days I became
concerned that it had not arrived. I
contacted the Post Office and was
impressed that I was actually put in
touch with the Chairman’s Executive
Office who looked into the matter for
me. Unfortunately they could not trace
it and so I presumed that the passport
and paperwork had sadly gone astray,
therefore imagine my surprise, when a
few days ago my old cancelled passport
turned up and also a shiny new blue
one. I can only suppose that someone
had failed to sign for the packet when it
had arrived. Relieved that it is now with
me I am sure I will still have to wait
sometime before I can use it once
more.
Currently I have the trip to Switzerland
on hold then a cruise which is due to
depart on the 17th June for the west of
Ireland. Over Christmas and the New
Year 21/22 a trip to New York is
booked followed by a visit to the
Caribbean (fingers crossed)!
I have also already had my first
injection at our local community
hospital and await the next one which
at the time of writing could be up to
12 weeks away.
Many years ago, a female Bulgarian
choir visited our area and a number of
local people got to know the
participants. This, in time, led to some
lasting friendships and also the purchase
of several Bulgarian properties in the
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village of Drumohar, a few miles from
the town of Kyustendil quite close to
the Macedonian border. During the
past few years and before Covid-19
came upon us, I was fortunate enough
to be able to visit this particular area
several times and enjoyed some
wonderful experiences. . A number of
the people in the village where the
properties were located became good
friends with the owners and not
only did we get invited to a
particularly boisterous wedding
but also a riverside picnic
(involving a donkey and cart), and
a number of social events.
Many visitors to Bulgaria often
make for the Black Sea resorts or
the capital and so miss out a great
deal.
Bulgarian hospitality as I am sure
many of the local people around
this part of Somerset will agree is
impressive. Visiting someone’s
home in rural Bulgaria usually involved
partaking of a local drink known as
rakia made from plums, grapes or other
fruit and brewed at home. Often you
will be given a first drink which is then
filled continually during the evening. In
my experience it is best to sip the initial
glass and try to avoid too many top
ups.

Transport in country areas is also well
worth trying. Often there are local
buses which will
take you into the
nearby town
where you will
probably find a
typical Bulgarian
market. These
usually include lots
of seasonal fruit
and plenty of
clothing stalls. The
sale of honey is
also very popular
and homemade
drinks. Whilst
travelling around,

by Godfrey Hall
you will probably also come across lots
of roadside stalls selling a variety of
goods including fresh cherries when
they are in season. Salads, fish and
stews are very popular in Bulgaria as is
a tasty local dish known as ‘mish mash’
made from scrambled eggs, peppers
and cheese.
If you are looking for somewhere in the
mountains then a great place is the

resort of Bansko with its ski lifts and
cafes, which in ordinary times are full of
locals. I once stayed in a new complex
not far from the town which was very
impressive and at the time incredibly
cheap. Breakfasts were however quite
interesting with several different
options such as red, yellow, blue and
green!
One of the most spectacular sights in
the western part of the country is the
Rila Monastery (below) which is set in
the mountains. Here you will have a
chance to visit magnificent buildings, eat
a meal of local fish by the river and
experience the monks who live on site.
Once things have got back to normal,
well as close as they can, you may want
to consider a possible trip to this
intriguing country which still manages
to keep many of its old ways and
traditions.
Bulgaria has some amazing scenery and
mountain ranges that still need to be
explored. When you visit, always be
prepared for the unexpected and just
‘go with the flow’. In the mountains and
remote parts, look out for the wild
tortoises crossing the roads and find
time to stop at some of the tiny
churches and chapels.
Once the travel situation settles down
and we emerge from the pandemic you
should be able to find plenty of flights
to the capital Sofia which is just few
hours drive from either the mountain
resort of Bansko or Kyustendil.
Words and pictures ©Godfrey Hall
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This month’s Sodoku

Computer Corner by Adrian Arnold
Escape from lockdown

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:
Another (slightly bizarre)
connections question for you to
get your teeth into – without
the help of any online
encyclopaedias please. After all
we can all do that! What did
Jumbo, P T Barnum’s famous
circus elephant, have in common
with the British President of the
Board of Trade, William
Huskisson?
Last month we asked you: What
has the town of Rheine in
Germany have in common with
Kansas City, USA? The answer is that they are both in the
wrong place. Let me
Last month’s Sodoku answer explain. Kansas City is
famously not in the state of
Kansas, but in neighbouring
Missouri. In the same way
The German town of
Rheine is not on the Rhein
River (the German spelling
of the river we call the
Rhine) at all but on the
banks of the River Emse.
AP

Almost everyone is getting very tired not only physically but
mentally and emotionally as well. However you are not alone
even if it feels like it. It is not just the health and care workers
in the NHS who wake up each morning asking themselves if
they have the capacity to face another day, it is the parents of
young children in high rise flats, courier drivers working
impossibly long days and the emergency services operating
with a reduced workforce. There is another form of
exhaustion which affects the unemployed, the old and retired.
They all face the prospect of yet another long day without
human contact. Their days are measured by unappetising
meals and repetitive news bulletins. One can only watch a
boxed set of Downton Abbey so many times. A stimulated
brain can help to refresh tired minds.
Last week I mentioned my website – www.thecuriousvet.co.uk
– and promised to offer some advice on the creation of such a
site. I have created a number of websites over the years
starting with the early programs such as Dreamweaver that
required knowledge of coding and, more recently, with the
help of the much more user-friendly programs such as Wix,
Weebly, SquareSpace and WordPress. Some of these
applications are free to use while others will charge an annual
hosting fee. The first decision to make is whether you want a
website at all. You may relish the challenge, set up an online
business selling your grandmother’s recipe chocolate chip
cookies, promote your photographic skills while selling the
better images as postcards, advertise other businesses online
for which you get paid for each click your visitors make or
even produce a website for a local business. You will have to
do your research by watching video tutorials on Vimeo,
YouTube and SquareSpace. You will inevitably make mistakes.
Nobody gets it right first time but even mistakes engage the
brain and stave off boredom.
Then there is “learning”. Not just a new skill such as playing
the guitar, wood whittling, origami or learning a foreign
language - although there are some very good language
tutorials on the web. No, I am talking about improving your
knowledge. You may be bored by the latest newspaper article
or news item discussing the Qanon movement that raided the
US Capitol but how much informed knowledge about such
activism do you have? Try to avoid social media for such
information, it is almost certainly biased, consciously or
otherwise. Look deeper. Get a better informed opinion and
make up your own mind or simply get a different opinion.
Foreign newspapers such as Le Monde, Corriere Della Sera,
The New York Times, Washington Post and the Russian TASS
News Agency all have online English editions and will offer you
different viewpoints on international news events.
Even reading a book with a mobile device to hand can be even
more stimulating than the story itself. A mediaeval historical
novel may mention ‘merlons’ which, previously you would
have passed by without enquiry, a quick internet search will
tell you that it is the solid upright section of the crenelated
parapet of a castle which could then lead your stimulated mind
on to the construction of castles. As a taster, I have a question
for you. What was the American singer/composer, John
Denver’s, real name and what was so tragic about his death?
Once you have the answers, get up and go for a walk. Your
body needs as much exercise as your mind.
Website of the month: Why Goliath was on a hiding to
mothing against David – http://tinyurl.com/255kt2k6
App of the Month: One of the most enjoyable ways of
learning a foreign language - https://uk.babbel.com/
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Newts or Housing? by Andre Blacker

Somerset Cultural Diary

Blaming is the fine art of making others responsible
for our own short comings and mistakes and is
something contemporary society seems to regard as perfectly
acceptable. Our present Prime Minister certainly seems to be
a frequent and enthusiastic user of fabrication, a talent he
uses to skilfully get himself out of all manner of sticky
situations. This became apparent in June last year when in a
major speech delivered in Dudley, West Midlands Mr
Johnson, with his usual bluster and bravado, stated that
'newts’ were responsible for his Government's inability to
deliver new housing and construction projects!
Mr Johnson’s Government rightly recognises that England has
a chronic housing shortage and has set a target of building
300,000 new homes a year but to blame newts rather than
inherent problems with the planning system for its failure to
get anywhere near its own target is farcical. Unfortunately,
not for the first time, newts, and environmental protection
laws, are being used as a scapegoat to deflect scrutiny and
attention away from the Governments inability to deliver
enough affordable housing.
Not just because I am a fully paid up card-carrying fan of
newts, but also because we British are famously known for
standing up for the underdog and the oppressed, I think that
it is important to challenge Boris and put the record straight.
Firstly, in the UK we have three species of ‘newt’, the
Palmate Newt, the Smooth Newt and the Great Crested
Newt, with only the Great Crested having any level of legal
protection likely to hold up a construction project. So, two of
our three species can be immediately exonerated, they are
totally innocent, they have never delayed the construction of
a single home. This leaves the Great Crested Newt which has
both UK and EU protection so presumably as Germany, the
Netherlands and France all fall within the natural range of the
Great Crested Newt it would be legitimate to ask why those
countries do not also have chronic housing shortages?
Secondly, the Great Crested Newt has legal protection
because it is rare, being rare means that its distribution is
patchy, it is not found everywhere, for example there are no
Great Crested Newts in Cornwall or west Devon, so why is
Cornwall not awash with affordable social housing?
And thirdly, as Mr Johnson should know, one of his own
Government departments has implemented new planning
guidelines that specifically remove any chance that Great
Crested Newts can stop or slow down development
projects. The new guidelines are known as ‘District Level
Licencing’ and in our area the scheme is administered by
Somerset County Council.
Under DLL developers can buy
a licence which allows them to
by-pass existing protections for
Great Crested Newts with the
cost of the licence being
invested in ‘off site’
conservation schemes.
Arguably, our democracy
encourages political shorttermism because it rewards politicians that focus on what
they need to do to win the next election. In contrast, wildlife
conservation needs long term planning and commitment,
presenting a false choice between vital wildlife protection
legislation and building new houses risks damaging all that we
cherish.
Andre Blacker is a local ecologist contactable at
moreliaecology@gmail.com

Well another month has gone by and I don’t need to remind
you that nothing much has changed in the arts scene.
Only this time there are some green shoots. Glance through
our culture section and you’ll see some light at the end of the
tunnel.
For now we are still offering you a cultural section which
hopefully will offer some ideas that may act as boredom relief
while we wait for things to return to normal.
Once again we wish all our readers good health, stay safe and
follow government advice. We will be back with a diary as
soon as we have something to put in it!
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Record-breaking
Surviving Winter appeal
Somerset Community Foundation (SCF) is absolutely delighted
to announce that the 2020/21 Surviving Winter appeal has
smashed its target, raising an incredible, record-breaking
£160,000, thanks to the generosity of local donors.
Since Surviving Winter first launched in Somerset in 2010, the
appeal has raised £950,000 in total. That’s an astonishing
amount to help old and vulnerable residents of the county.
The annual appeal encourages those who can afford to, to donate some or all of their Winter Fuel Payment. These donations provide funding and support to our older and vulnerable
neighbours across Somerset who, this year due to the need to
stay at home during the coronavirus outbreak, are finding
themselves cut off from family and friends, and facing higher
than usual costs to heat their homes.
To donate some or all of your Winter Fuel Payment, or to
make a donation of any size to the Surviving Winter appeal,
please visit www.somersetcf.org.uk/winter to donate online. Please make cheques payable to Somerset Community
Foundation (please write SW on the reverse), Yeoman House,
Bath and West Showground, Shepton Mallet, BA4 6QN.

Somerset Open Studios
going ahead for 2021
Putting on any event at the moment suggests a triumph of
hope over expectation. But the brave folks at Somerset Art
Works are going full steam ahead with plans for Open Studios
2021. The event is scheduled to take place between 18
September and the 3 October this year. The format will be
(subject to any pandemic rule changes) back to the traditional
one. Artists are invited to open up their studios for the two
week window and show off their works. It is the ultimate
celebration of what the French would call “terroir”.
The event which has become something of a Somerset fixture
aims to support artists and promote their creative business.
For their part audiences appreciate the opportunity to get a
glimpse ‘behind the scenes’. Art, making, design and craft are
all celebrated. This year’s event is a bit of a carryover from
202, which given the circumstances, was held as a digital event
online. This year the 119 artists who took part last year have
all been invited to return for an “in the flesh version” but
other artists are invited to take part too.
But if you want to get involved you’ll need to get your
skates on. The venue registration deadline is 31 March
2021. https://somersetartworks.org.uk/somerset-openstudios-2021-form-and-guidelines/
To take part you must be a Somerset Art Works member
(membership if £40). https://somersetartworks.org.uk/sawmembers/join-us/
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Cash boost for
Glastonbury charity

Great Books That Nearly
Never Made It

A new project from Glastonbury charity ‘Children’s World’
has provided the backdrop for some fundraising success. The
new ‘Creative Community’ project will be driven in part by
the community.
Working alongside the community of Somerset families, the
project will be set to design, develop and deliver new types of
performance-based activities. This is after all the sort of thing
that Children’s World is famous for, performance based
activities for youngsters. If you haven’t heard of the charity,
maybe you’ve heard of the Zombie Parade, a regular event in
Glastonbury before the days of the pandemic.
Ownership
Children’s World will be asking families and young people
across Somerset to take ownership of this new project, to
decide what it shall be and where it will go. They will start
consulting with them this month. Using questionnaires, social
media and meetings they will be looking to see what the
community wants to get out of the new project.
With an awareness that the impact of the pandemic will be
with us for many months to come, there’s a real enthusiasm
here for starting on the new project. As charity director,
Kristen Lindop puts it “Our community is likely to face issues due
to the pandemic for some time, so it is brilliant news that we will be
able to work alongside the people we support, to make sure we
provide the fun and educational activities that they will get the most
out of.”
And the best thing about all this is that it has attracted some
significant grant funding. They have been awarded £45,000
from the Coronavirus Community Support Fund, distributed
by The National Lottery Community Fund. A further £4,000 is
coming from Comic Relief COVID-19 Community Fund
(England) via Groundwork UK and £2,500 from the Wessex
Water Recovery Fund via the Somerset Community
Foundation. That’s quite a success.
And as to the new project? If you’d like to find out more, and
take part, keep an eye on the Children’s World website
www.childrensworldcharity.org

Think of John Grisham and you think of the international
bestselling author of legal thrillers, many made into major
films. Yet John Grisham’s first novel A Time to Kill struggled to
find a publisher at first.
John Grisham is not just a bestselling author he is an attorney,
a politician and an activist. When he started writing his first
novel in 1984, little did he know then how hard it would be to
find a publisher. It was four years after completing that first
novel A Time to Kill that it was finally published. It was rejected
28 times before, eventually, a little-known publisher,
Wynwood Press, stepped in with a deal to publish 5,000
copies. It finally saw the light of day in June 1989.
Grisham started work on his second book, The Firm, which
was then taken up and published by Doubleday. That went on
to become an international bestseller. A mass market
paperback edition of A Time to Kill was then re-issued. That
too went on to to become a hit and when Doubleday took
over the rights for Grisham’s debut novel, they released a
special hardback edition.
A Time to Kill was made into a Hollywood film released in 1996
starring Sandra Bullock, Samuel L. Jackson and Matthew
McConaughey. It grossed $152 million worldwide.
Grisham has gone on to write more than 36 novels to date, a
collection of short stories, children’s novels and works of nonfiction. His novels have sold over 300 million copies
worldwide with 28 books becoming number one bestsellers.
There have been 11 feature films as well as TV productions
and counting.
John Grisham is one of only three authors who have sold two
million copies on a first printing (Tom Clancy and J.K. Rowling
are the others). The days of getting up at 5am to write for a
few hours on his first books are now long gone. But that is
what Grisham did before heading into work; at the time he
saw it as a hobby. Today he is simply one of the best and most
successful authors of modern times.
John Fish. The Last Word Book Review. @TheLastWord1962

8. A Time to Kill by John Grisham

Kate Lynch Ancient Crafts
Somerset artist Kate Lynch is collaborating with the South West Heritage Trust on a new project
to document and celebrate rural crafts and trades. Kate has built a reputation around her paintings
and drawings. The monochrome drawings especially those done with charcoal made from willow,
can be dark and powerful. She often uses pastel shades but with strongly delineated images in what
is an almost surreal effect. She has been an assiduous documenter of rural life and rural crafts,
taping interviews with craftsmen and recording memories that would otherwise be lost to us.
Previous projects have included a celebration of willow growers and basket makers, as well as
shepherds, beekeepers and peat
diggers, as well as cider and
cheesemakers. If anyone has
drawn our county through its
icons, it is probably Kate Lynch.
Her latest collection which will be on display at the Somerset
Rural Life, Glastonbury examines the practise of ancient crafts
and trades using skills that have barely changed in centuries.
There are paintings and drawings of hedgelayers, dry stone
wallers, thatchers, blacksmiths, farriers, basket makers, glass
blowers and many more. Kate explains: “In this digital age,
these craftspeople all continue to work with their hands, using the
same tools as their ancestors and old knowledge passed down
through the generations.”
The exhibition: ‘The Old Craft in Somerset’, will take place at
Somerset Rural Life Museum, Glastonbury, in spring 2022.
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Are you an artist?
A question that I have to say no-one has ever been moved to
ask me. And for very good reason. However if you are a
musician, band, gallery, theatre, venue, tutor or indeed an
artist and you contribute to the creative output of Somerset
then this is for you? The ‘Somerset Arts Business Cultural
Alliance’ (SABCA) is mapping all arts, culture, heritage and
creative industries in Somerset.
Andrew Knutt, who is probably best know for his work at the
Creative Innovation Centre in Taunton is chair and director of
SABCA. He explains that “Somerset and its towns are defined by
its arts and culture sector: It’s cultural organisations, artists,
musicians, performers, community groups and proud history of
creative expression are a crucial part of Somerset’s identity, vitality,
and social and economic growth. It’s time to shout out about and to
help it grow. But we need to know who and where these creative
people and places are, so we can inform governments and agencies
to invest and support it; especially since Covid”.
The county wide mapping project is supported by all Somerset
local authorities. It will paint a picture of the creative sector
and how it contributes to those who live, work and play in the
county. Think of it as a bit of a census for the arts. It is census
year after all.
Giles Adams, Chair of Visit Somerset has no doubts of the
importance of the arts “This sector has consistently been
overlooked, yet its economic importance has become exceptionally
clear in the current Covid crisis. The visitor economy in Somerset is
worth £1.3bn and the creative sector is an integral part of this, with
associated employment highly significant.”
If you want to be included in the count or to get more info
simply visit the Somerset Culture website.
https://www.somersetculture.co.uk/
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Westcountryman by the editor
I should confess up front that I come to this piece with some
considerable subjectivity. Anthony Gibson has been a friend
of The Leveller® since its inception. He sits on our Advisory
Board and has been a fountain of knowledge on the many
issues on which we have consulted him. That said, biased as I
may be, I was not going to give up the chance to review his
recently published autobiography.
Anthony has the West Country flowing through his veins.
Yes, he lives in Langport and you can be sure to have a
reasonable chance of bumping into
him at Eli’s or the Halfway House as
and when some kind of normality
returns. But his West Country roots
run deeper than that. As he describes
in his book: “Having been born in
Devon, living in Somerset, with a
daughter born in Wiltshire and a mother
born in Gloucestershire, not forgetting a
grandfather who had been a Baptist
Minister in Falmouth, I had family
connections with all of the South West
counties bar Dorset and even there I
had always felts myself at home. I
regarded myself, then as now, as a
Westcountryman.”
And so it is that Westcountryman is
the title of his autobiography.
Anthony’s life has probably been best
known to the wider public for two
roles. Less happily as the face of
62

West Country farming during the Foot and Mouth crisis of
2001 (although he was heavily involved during the BSE crisis
too). And much more happily as the voice of Somerset
cricket in which capacity he has excelled and delighted many
over the past decade or so.
He is well known for his long association with the National
Farmers Union in the South West. But what makes his
autobiography compelling are the facets to his life that are
perhaps less well known. An Oxford graduate, successful
writer, champion of cider, authority on the
floods on the Somerset Levels and much
more.
For me it his gentle sensitivity with which he
writes of his family that makes this more than
just a lifestory. The relationship with his father
and brother are particularly moving.
He writes with polish and verve. He has a
knack for the mot juste and where others
might have offered simply too much
information, he backs away with just the right
balance between intrigue and discretion. It is a
book about Anthony’s life, sure. But it is also
much more than that. Anthony Gibson’s
Westcountryman is well written touching and
simply a jolly good read.
“Westcountryman – a Life in Farming,
Countryside, Cricket and Cider” is published by
Charlcombe Books price £20. Copies are available
through all the usual outlets, as well as from
www.anthonygibsonbooks.co.uk
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Walters Words of Wisdom
Last month in our leader column we discussed
the truth, what it was and how you can verify it.
Or not as the case may be! So we were
intrigued to come across the following piece
by Walter Bagehot. Bagehot was in Paris
when he wrote this as will be apparent from
what follows. It is quite scary stuff as it reminds
us that whatever the truth may actually be, it is what the
people think that in the end really matters.
Freedom Of Thought
You may put down newspapers, dissolve Parliaments, imprison
agitators, almost stop conversation, but you can’t stop thought. You
can’t prevent the silent, slow, creeping, stealthy progress of hatred,
and scorn, and shame. You can’t attenuate easily the stern justice
of a retarded retaliation.
These influences affect the great reservoir of physical force, they act
on the army. A body of men enlisted daily from the people take to
the barracks the notions of the people; in spite of new associations,
the first impressions are apt to be retained; you overlay them, but
they remain. What is believed elsewhere and out of doors gives
them weight. Each soldier has relations, friends, a family, he knows
what they think. Much more with the officers. …..
Certainly esprit de corps, the habit of obedience, the instinct of
discipline, are strong, and will carry men far; but certainly, also, they
have natural limits. Men won’t stand being cut, being ridiculed,
being detested, being despised, daily and for ever, and that for
measures which their own understandings disapprove of.
[Letter VII from Paris, 19.2.1852]
More information on Walter can be found at
https://sites.google.com/site/walterbagehotlangport/
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