North Turton Parish Council -Parish Electors meeting 28th April 2010

Chairman’s Report May 2009-May 2010

NTPC has 7 elected members; 3 from Edgworth, and 2 from each of Chapeltown and Belmont. The council meets on the first Monday in every month and the current council has 2 more years to run; thus your representatives are half way through their term of office.

No elected member receives any remuneration – not even expenses - apart from the chair who receives an honorarium of £200 to cover expenses. In terms of value for money council is excellent value for the precept of £30k.

We are represented on the Board of Govs of the local Primary School, the village Welfare Committee, and the Darwen and Rural Neighbourhood Board. Several councillors have undertaken training in different aspects of our role throughout the year such as Freedom of Information, Standards Committee, and Planning.

The Chairman is one of the two borough-wide Parish Council representatives on the Standards Committee for Blackburn with Darwen

We operate as a group – there is no political posturing or insider deals. We all believe our role is to act in the best interest of our constituents for the collective good, irrespective of individual self-interest. 

NTPC is unusual in that not only do we deal with the day-to-day matters of the council and constituents, but we also act as trustees of several charities, some of the smaller ones are detailed on our website and offer bursaries to constituents who qualify. Of greater and more pressing significance are the 3 major charities of the Barlow Institute, Turton Tower and the Playing Field in Belmont; all three are registered charities with NTPC as Custodial Trustees. This is a heavy and burdensome responsibility and the role takes up some considerable extra time for your elected representatives.

All parish councils adopt their own protocols for meetings; some allow the public to speak others don’t. Our meetings begin with a 15 minute slot during which members of the public can raise issues of concern. If it is a group making a representation we will take note, enter into discussion and offer advice even for a non-agenda item; if it is a matter brought by an individual we would prefer that person to write to the Clerk and add it to the forthcoming agenda. Allowing an individual to speak exclusively on an item that the public have not been given advanced notice of is undemocratic.

There are many matters to report on during the last 12 months; some have a determined outcome others don’t. Some may seem trivial others less so.

1. We are pleased to report finally that the public toilets in Belmont are now operational. We have experienced delay after delay here, mainly through the poor service given by United Utilities. Back in May 2009 we were ready for the connection which was not completed until Jan 2010. There have been a few final fixing issues to be resolved but they are now operational and an attendant has been appointed. We hope that the residents of Belmont are happy with the facility in particular the Residents Association who has lobbied for so long for their toilets to be rebuilt. There is a substantial cost to the PC for the maintenance of the facility and this will have to be carefully monitored. Our special thanks to District Cllr Jean Rigby for providing access to funds, and Parish Cllr. Danny Wild who has led so diligently on this issue more recently.  These could well be the only operational public conveniences in the whole of BwD area. We hope they are well used and appreciated.

2.  In May last year the re-opening of Turton and Edgworth Station was again on the agenda following the publication of the Transport Strategy by BwDBC which dismissed the station as an option on the basis of the balance between cost and revenue generation. NTPC – acting on behalf of interested constituents – questioned the validity of the research with Blackburn’s Dept. of Regeneration and Environment. We received the reply that, although there was no plan to reopen the station, we should not ignore the positives which include the proposed doubling of the line in Darwen, longer and more frequent trains, Entwistle’s increased functionality as a request stop and the popularity of Bromley Cross. We replied that the research had failed to recognize that passengers would also alight at Turton especially with Turton Tower acting as a major tourist attraction, but without success.

I feel sure that this is not the end of the issue and that we must persist. If the station is to be reopened it will be as an element of a larger scale strategy for the regeneration of East Lancashire and its link with Greater Manchester.

3. There is a lot of interest in the provision of allotments in North Turton. Blackburn provides no allotments in North Turton at all; although UU provide land for some in Belmont. We approached UU who dismissed our request for land in Edgworth. We have contacted several local landowners and hopes have been raised and we now have several sites offered and under consideration. This is encouraging. The sites will be leased to the PC who will allocate them to user groups under a tenancy agreement. We are quite optimistic here.

4. The PC has a duty to comment on planning applications but the final decision of course always lies with the planning authority. We act as a mouthpiece for our constituents and to offer proof of local consultation. However often we approve an application which Blackburn Planning rejects, and reject an application which they approve. This particularly applies to agricultural buildings where there is a record of inconsistency.

Victoria Mill in Chapeltown is a case in point where we approved an initial application for conversion into dwelling units with an affordable component, only to hear that a later application to demolish and rebuild with executive dwelling was introduced and approved subsequently. NTPC rejected this later project with comments recorded in the minutes but the mill still came down in spite of local opposition.

Of special interest now is the “planning obligation” payment which the developer is obliged to make. This is an amount of money, often considerable, that the developer pays to mitigate the effect of the development on the local social and physical infrastructure. It can be used to provide a certain amount of affordable housing on site, or mitigate against the strain that the development would put on facilities such as roads, open space, and general community facilities and services. There is no reason at all why local community groups should not have a voice in this important decision. In fact this is stated clearly in the Govt circular 05/05 published by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. If a planning application is going to planning committee for a decision, the agreed terms for the obligations should be included in the report and this should be available to view 5 days before the committee meeting. We must continue to ask the questions of how this money is allocated and by what process. Public consultation is a right and a key element in the process.

5. We were asked by BT to adopt the telephone kiosk in Bolton Road, but we declined the offer based on the cost of maintenance, public liability insurance and the cost of re-siting to a more secure site which BT would not pay for.

6. Speeding into Edgworth, especially from the NE along Blackburn Road, and from the North down Broadhead Road continues to be a problem. The junction between Hob Lane, Blackburn Road and School Lane, and the S-bend to the north of Edgworth are both very dangerous. We can report that speed warning signs are now in place along both these roads and similarly in Belmont where there is a camera in place and traffic calming.

Limited on-street car parking in Chapeltown and Bolton Road in Edgworth are perennial problems.

7. The old bus shelter in the centre of Edgworth has been re-roofed recently by NTPC. This is a piece of street furniture that Blackburn regards as an obligation for the Parish to maintain. As slates were in danger of falling off the roof causing injury, we elected to repair the shelter rather than enter into convoluted phone calls between disinterested departments in Blackburn. 

8. We can report that NTPC now has its own website with content slowly and gradually increasing – we look to increase its content more rapidly in the future.

9. The issue of dog fouling is currently high on our agenda, and it was particularly bad during and after the recent period of heavy snow and frost. We raised the issue with the local police and are pleased with the intervention of PC Hurst who followed up complaints. We are also pleased to hear also that our PCSO’s and Environmental Town Ranger are also now able to issue fixed penalty notices, in addition to the 2 appointed dog wardens in Blackburn who, let’s face it, have their work cut out here. NTPC is also examining the cost of placing specific notices on trust, especially play areas and recreation grounds throughout North Turton; a decision will be made soon.

10. The issue of Turton Tower remains prominent. NTPC is not a museum authority nor has it the resources to maintain and run the tower on its own. All the documents required by the Charity Commissioners for its transfer to Blackburn have been completed and sent back to the Commissioners. However its future management is still undecided.

11. The Centenary Celebrations of the Barlow Institute and its Grounds were very successful and demonstrate what can be achieved with collaboration between individuals, community organizations and elected officers. 

A lovely sunny summer’s weekend in June brought out a true carnival atmosphere which saw floats, parades, events, performance, bands and music, and dance; there was a farmer’s market, a cricket match and other highlights; it was indeed a triumph and a worthy reward for all the hard work put in by Heather Dowle and the Trustees of the Barlow Institute and their enthusiastic group of fellow helpers. An annual event? Who knows?

Then later, on the date of the actual centenary on November 1st we held an official re-dedication ceremony attended by local guests and dignitaries, and of this we should be very proud. Our special guest, the eminent writer, poet and broadcaster Ruth Padel was both gracious and benevolent. She is a direct descendant of the Barlow family. We offer our special thanks to all those involved – too many to mention here – but especially to Caroline and Dorothy Sutcliffe of Greenthorne, to Bob Howard and Rev. Gerald Broadbent of the Methodist Church, to the staff and pupils of the Primary School for their artwork, to Mr and Mrs Chadwick of Brandwood Fold, to Bill and Margaret Webb for their music, and Cllr Bullen for her hospitality. All gave their time freely in a collective spirit of true benevolence; and of course we cannot forget the members of the different community groups who each had their own efforts on display.

We can also report that during the Centenary year we received funding to complete the Nature Trail down the Park – and our enormous thanks to Bolton Conservation Volunteers for their ongoing assistance here – there is still more tree planting and environmental improvements to do here and completion is planned soon. 

We have also recently secured funding to provide an informal café area in the old living quarters of the Institute and work is already under way.

12. Reports received back for our efforts in the Best Kept Village competition were far less gratifying – comments like “must try harder”, “insufficient attention to detail”, “not enough preparation” and more on a par with Mr. “Fruity” Orchard’s comments on my school Physics report. Now if marks were awarded for community involvement rather than on plain cosmetic appearance and style there would be no competition; but strength of community as a theme does not sell many copies of Lancashire Life.

Finally – enough of the last 12 months - I would like to offer a few hopes for the future. We cannot fail to take note of the impending election and the impact this may have on local councils and government. One thing to note is that all the main parties offer the promise of consultation at the local level and strategies that respond to a more bottom-up and responsive style of democracy.

Hazel Blears introduced the theme of “Communities in Charge” which is still a Labour commitment, while the Conservatives opt for the theme of “Control Shift” that underlies the importance of responsiveness to local priorities. The Lib. Dems. opt for regional and sub-regional devolution as a theme. 

If these strategies materialize then communities could be given the power and flexibility to act on their own priorities and to work jointly with local councils to make things happen at the local level.

If so then would like to see the emergence of a Parish Plan – not along the lines of the Borough’s Local Plan – but a plan that puts our priorities in order, responding to a local wish-list.

A good place to start is with a few statements on our website that state such things as: 

· who we are and what we do

· what we spend and how we spend it

· our priorities and how we are doing

· how we make decisions 

· our policies and procedures 

· and most of all the services that we can offer in terms of assisting our communities to make improvements in the social and environmental infrastructure of North Turton. 

Steven Simpson

