Westbury-sub-Mendip Annual Parish Meeting Chair’s Report, May 2025

Welcome to this annual parish meeting. As I like to say, those people who are here are the right people. I want to mention three issues that have that arise for the parish council this year.
 Firstly, as you know, the Parish Council comments to Somerset Council on all planning matters concerning new building building across the whole area of the parish. This is probably our biggest responsibility. Over the last 12 months we have considered 20 planning applications in all. Of these 9 were tree orders which is about felling or pruning trees in a conservation area. Now these are mainly for information only as the officer decision by Somerset Council is considered sufficient. The other applications were for extensions to existing properties except for the outline planning permission for the Roughmoor Lane development which I am sure everybody knows about and to which I will come back . Most of the applications that we see are sensible and proportionate. However, we often have to object to an application because the applicant has not taken into consideration the importance of our dark skies policy. If they have put skylights into their extension and have not made provision for the skylights to be blinded then as a matter of policy we object. This is an irritation because it will be very simple for this measure to be put in in the first place which would save both time and extra cost to the applicant. So I am using this opportunity to ask anyone thinking of making a planning application to consider the village dark skies policy. We know that it is hard to police this policy, particularly for outside security lights, but we wish to keep faith with the Mendip National Landscapes policy and stress the importance of dark skies to the village for recognising the sensitivity of our  very special natural environment. 

Secondly, I do want to mention the proposed Roughmoor Lane development. I hope the village feel that we have consulted with the whole community well enough and that the substantial objections that we put forward when the application finally came to us have been appreciated. We need to check that the full parish council's response is on the Somerset website. It is certainly on the Westbury website for everyone to read. 
At the same time as the Roughmoor Lane development we have been working extremely hard on developing the Neighbourhood Plan for the village . The timetable for this is that we hope that it can get through a final village referendum before the end of this year. Then it can become policy which means that the planning authority, in this case Somerset Council, has to take notice of what we say .Currently our role is merely advisory. I want to particularly thank the working party for the Neighbourhood Plan, led very ably by Chris Langdon who apologises that he can't be here tonight, and Mick Fletcher. They've done a huge amount of work as had the rest of the committee which includes Ros Wyke, Tony Westcott, Adamos Euripidou, Guy Timpson, Alistair Hood, Penny Colwell and Dave McGuire. Our next step is to address the comments on our first draft that have come back from the planning officers. We want to know how likely it is that our plan will be acceptable to an external inspector. 
Again as you know we have been trying to deal with the Church Commissioners about buying the brownfield site adjacent to the proposed housing development as it's so much at the heart of the village and would allow us to develop a hub facility at the centre of our community. Currently the Church Commissioners agents have turned down the offer that we have made as they consider they could possibly get more at open auction. We've only heard this in the last 10 days and are yet to regroup and see what we should do next. Thoughts and advice from anyone in the community would be welcome at this point.
 The final area I want to cover is the role of our parish council within local government. A couple of parishioners have questioned with me the increase in the council annual precept, which has gone up above inflation levels both for 2024/5 and 2025/6. In 2024/5, following extensive consultation, the council decided it should try and purchase the brownfield site between Court House Farm and the Roughmoor Lane site, as mentioned above.  The purpose of the increase was to set aside a capital sum which could be used as leverage for further funding. This would then allow us to  submit a realistic bid to the Church Commissioners for the brownfield site. As I've just told you, at the moment our first bid has been refused. However, we have not given up and shall certainly be continuing to negotiate with Commissioners’ agents. 
The second reason for putting up the precept again in this financial year is directly the  result of the changes that are affecting local government. Somerset Council, as many major authorities across the country, is struggling to meet the statutory demands on its budgets let alone discretionary ones. Central government funding for local government for has been reduced by over 50% since 2010 and there is no more fat to trim. So Somerset Council have been looking to divest itself of as many assets and responsibilities as it can to the next layer down in local government. As Somerset is now a unitary authority, that's us.  Because of  a maintenance backlog and then very heavy rainfall in  the winter of 2023/4 our highways have taken a beating, exacerbating local flooding. So this year we have allocated funds to ensure that gullies on the main A371 can be cleared. We hope to do this in partnership with St Cuthbert's Out Parish in the autumn. 
We also want to put money towards ensuring that we have speed indicator devices (SIDs) on the A371. These used to be provided by the County Council, but they have not done so for several years.  We know how much people are concerned about the speed of traffic on the A371 and know that there is evidence from other villages that well placed SIDs do bring speeding levels down.  Priddy Parish Council is also interested in this so we're planning to partner with them to buy some devices to share.  These traffic control and road safety issues are ones that are not essentially being covered by Somerset Highways anymore, so it is prudent that we raise the money ourselves. Working in partnership with other parishes spreads the load and this is facilitated by being  members of the Wells Local Community Network (LCN), one of many set up by Somerset Council to offset the democratic deficit following the loss of District councils such as Mendip. After a shaky start, subcommittees working on issues such as traffic management and flood mitigation have been set up. These aim to be action groups rather than just talking shops. In summary, our precept is being raised this year as it was last year, but for two different reasons,  both ultimately related to the changing roles and responsibilities of your parish.
Finally, this is the last annual parish meeting that I will chair, as from tomorrow I am resigning from the Parish Council . This is not because of any tension or disagreement. I have always enjoyed working with fellow councillors and several clerks. But after seven years as chair and at least three more before that as a councillor, the time has come when the community needs leadership from someone who has fewer years and more energy than I. I would like to thank our Clerk Rachel Spiller and all my fellow councillors and particularly Ros Wyke  as my vice chair, for the amount of seriousness and dedication they give to their role. I’d  like to thank Mark Smith for continuing in the role of village webmaster and there are specific thanks to Ros for moving back into the Chair role and to Penny Colwell  for taking up the role of Vicechair. I am intending to remain on the Neighbourhood Planning working group as I don't like to leave a specific job halfway through. I shall continue to value everyone who gives their time and commitment to the village community. I have every faith the existing parish council members will continue doing a brilliant job within the constraints of our national system. And there is now the opportunity for the council to co opt a new member and to bring in fresh and lively new blood. 
Thank you for listening and I hope that you enjoy the presentations from the village organisations that will follow. They demonstrate what an active community we are blessed to live in.
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