Abbots Bromley Parish Council Chairman’s Report 2020-21
Introduction – I am pleased to report that the Parish Council now has a full complement of nine councillors working together on different working groups and collectively as a council for the benefit of community in Abbots Bromley. Sadly at the end of last year two councillors, Mr Nigel Taylor-Brown and Rev Malcolm Lockey, moved away from the village and so were unable to continue to be members of the council. On behalf of the Parish Council, I should like to express my thanks to Nigel and Malcolm for their valued input and hard work. This left only five councillors but happily a number of local residents stepped forward for election and Mrs Catherine Brown, Ms Sian Morgan, Mr Edward Rodway-Bowden and Mr Richard Beaumont were co-opted as new members of the Parish Council. The Parish Council continues to be very ably supported by our excellent Parish Clerk, Mrs Sarah Meads, to whom I should like to again offer a huge thank you both as Chairman and on behalf of the other councillors. It has been a very challenging past twelve months with the ongoing Covid19 pandemic and further government lockdowns resulting in the transition of parish council meetings from face to face to an online virtual format so that we could continue the business of the council. Fortunately, recent relaxation of restrictions has now meant that meetings in the village hall have resumed and we welcome everyone to join us to share ideas, raise concerns and jointly participate in making Abbots Bromley a great place to live. 
Village Welcome Pack and Visitor Guide – To further enhance the village, The Parish Council decided to produce both a Welcome Pack for new residents of Abbots Bromley to provide ready access to useful information and also a Visitor Guide for those visiting to provide historical, heritage and other information that would enhance their appreciation of Abbots Bromley. The visitors’ guide has been coordinated by Councillor Mr Keith Baker and The Welcome Pack by Councillor Mrs Karen Haywood and both are expected to be published and made available before the end of the year. A big thank you to Karen and Keith for all their hard work in putting these documents together.
Best Kept Village Competition – Abbots Bromley has once again entered the Best Kept Village (BKV) Competition for 2021 after the event was cancelled in 2020. We have also organised our own BKV poster competition for children at the Richard Clarke First School and a variety of excellent and creative entries were received, prizes awarded and the posters themselves now displayed throughout the village. There has once again been a lot of effort and hard work to keep the village clean, tidy and attractive by parish councillors, their partners and families, community groups, the Rainbows and school children clearing the village of weeds, installing and maintaining displays of plants near the Butter Cross, cleaning play and gym equipment and also a lot of hard work of many parishioners keeping their doorsteps and front gardens looking immaculate. We are grateful to Councillor Mrs Catherine Brown for coordinating competition activities. There are also planters with bedding plants placed at the gateway entrances to the village that look fantastic and a huge thanks to Councillor Mrs Karen Haywood for the construction of these and planting the flowers.  Abbots Bromley has consistently been very successful at winning this competition in the East Staffordshire area Large Village and Best Overall Village category and we hope for continued success when the judges visit in September and announce the winner for 2021.
Throughout the year maintaining community initiatives such as the Guides and Brownies putting bird boxes and bug hotels in public areas to encourage wildlife and the Rainbows creating pots of bee friendly flowers is also very important. The dropping of litter within the centre of the village has continued to be minimal but disappointingly there has been a surge of litter dropped along the verges of lanes and roads serving the village. It was great to see some young people and older parishioners in the village going out with bin bags and picking up litter at different times during the year. The ‘AB Wombles’ have also continued to help clear up roads and the reservoir area. We owe them huge thanks for their efforts and a very special big thank you to Mr Phil Charles for his hard work in this regard. We urge everyone to ensure that Abbots Bromley is not just a best kept village in name but is maintained as such throughout the year. 
Planning Applications – During the past year the Parish Council was consulted on 71 planning applications (compared with 68 during the previous year). The Parish Council raised objections to 7 of these applications and significant questions and concerns regarding 22 applications. These comprised the usual range varying between tree works, house extensions to agricultural barn conversions. The Parish Council may only raise concerns and objections to an application in accordance with current planning legislation and The East Staffordshire Borough Council (ESBC) Local Plan. We have been mindful to adopt an objective critical appraisal with each case and, where appropriate have continued to question, challenge, make suggestions and in some cases object to planning applications. The Parish Clerk has continued to monitor reporting of our objections on the ESBC website to ensure transparency in these matters and this appears to have prevented subsequent inconsistencies in this regard. We are pleased to report that the increased numbers in applications for removal of trees within the conservation area, reported in 2019 has again not been evident during this year. Nevertheless, The Parish Council has, and will continue to consistently challenge applicants’ justifications for these actions and continues to be successful in some cases.
Abbots Bromley School – Following the closure of the school in 2019 with the boarding up of windows and installation of gates and temporary security fencing, ongoing discussions and negotiations have continued. It remains possible that the site will re-open as an educational establishment in the near future but, as yet, there is nothing further to report this year. Parishioners should be reassured that buildings close by to a listed building and in the Conservation Area also enjoy some degree of legal protection from development and the Neighbourhood Development Plan (NDP), in compliance with The ESBC Local Plan may also apply protected status to some buildings and land. The contents of Abbots Bromley NDP, which is in the final stages of completion ahead of submission and public consultation stages, should exert a significant impact on the final outcomes for the school site.
The Neighbourhood Development Plan (NDP) – Following a successful bid by the parish council for grant funding to support the drafting and delivery of a NDP for Abbots Bromley, the Neighbourhood Development Planning Group (NDPG) has continued to work very hard in this regard. A professional neighbourhood planning consultant contracted to support this process has continued to advise the group and there has also been significant input and support from ESBC. There have been major changes to the original group’s draft plan following considerable further engagement and meetings with residents and in response to considerable concerns raised previously by parishioners and subsequent significant changes in government guidelines regarding the process of constructing a plan. Unfortunately progress has been significantly hindered by the consequences of the Covid19 pandemic, which has meant the NDPG have been unable to hold meetings for much of the year. However, we are pleased to report that the group has now resumed face to face meetings that are also open to the public and the NDPG and parish council continues to value contributions made by everyone who attends. A more detailed review and update on the NDP will be reported on separately by Councillor Mr Paul Freeman, who is the Chairman of The NDPG in the coming months. The parish council would like to express enormous gratitude to the members of The NDPG for all their hard work and consistent commitment to meeting the tremendous challenge of achieving this vitally important goal especially against the backdrop of the current Covid19 crisis. 
Highways and Parking – The Parish Council has continued to have discussions with Staffordshire County Council (SCC) and repeatedly raised concerns and actions required ranging from cutting back of hedges and verges to improve visibility and signage display, re-laying of road surfaces, re-marking of road signage, correcting the siting of Passing Place signage in Hobb Lane and pothole repairs elsewhere to clearance of drainage holes and gullies along some lanes. There have been considerable delays to take action by SCC but we are pleased to report progress in areas such as clearance of some gullies in some lanes and improved road markings and road repairs in other areas. The Parish Council is continuing to report and re-report problems requiring action such as hedge overgrowth obscuring signage of speed limit and vehicle priority signage. We also strongly urge parishioners to also report such problems directly to SCC using the online reporting tool. It is likely that the more individual reports SCC receives the more likely a prompt intervention will be made.
Unfortunately, some vehicles continue to be parked inconsiderately along School House Lane, the High Street and elsewhere causing obstruction to others including farm vehicles and emergency vehicles. This also increases the likelihood of accidents to pedestrians, cyclists and those on horseback and also increased chances of road traffic accidents (RTAs). There were 16 RTAs reported to Staffordshire Police from the end of July 2019 to the end of July 2020 and 17 RTAs from the end of July 2020 to the end of July 2021, despite what should have been much lower traffic volumes during government lockdowns, indicating that this is a consistent problem that is not improving. Police reported RTA hot spots are Ashbrook Lane, Utttoxeter Road, Blithfield Reservoir and the B5013. Importantly, it is likely that there were further incidents not reported to Staffordshire Police.
Regarding environmental concerns, the Parish Council has agreed that the twice-yearly mowing of grass verges will continue along all highways (with more frequent mowing at road junctions for safety reasons) with the exception of specific areas which, for purposes of promoting the growth and biodiversity of wildflowers and habitat preservation for animals will only be cut in the autumn this year.  Signage to this effect has been appropriately placed and this will be reviewed. The Parish Council welcomes feedback on this pilot initiative. We have also implemented the seeding of wildflowers in some areas to further enhance the environment for pollinating insects and continue to investigate the potential for electric vehicle charging points within the village. The Parish Council has also continued to make grant funding available to The Scouts this year for litter pickers and last year provided money for planting of tress. These initiatives are in keeping with both the Parish Council’s mission statement and Staffordshire County Council’s declaration of an ‘environmental emergency’.
The Community Speed Watch Group – Following the stepping down of members of the Community Speed watch (CSW) group and the adverse impact of the Covid19 pandemic that precluded CSW activities, there has been no CSW activity to monitor and report on excessive traffic speeds and poor driver behaviour during the year. However, following relaxation of government lockdown measures me and others have liaised with Staffordshire Police to establish a new CSW group. We’re pleased to report that several residents from Abbots Bromley and Kingstone have volunteered to be members and have recently received training. It is hoped that the new joint Abbots Bromley and Kingstone CSW group will soon be at specified sites supported by the Police. Importantly, the primary aim of CSW is to promote good driver behaviour and to maintain traffic travelling below speed limits and not to ‘catch’ speeding motorists per se. If anyone would like to join the group please contact either The Parish Clerk or Councillor Edward Rodway-Bowden, who is the joint co-ordinator of the group.
HS2- the Parish Council continues to remain vigilant towards this issue of such importance to us all and will aim to include HS2 on the agenda of meetings, where further developments arise that may impact the village either directly or indirectly as a result of construction traffic routing. 
Parish Council Surgeries – Unfortunately, our regular bi-monthly Saturday morning surgeries (10.00am to 11.00am) in Church House to provide face to face access to parish councillors between meetings have had to be suspended as part of government lockdown measures. These surgeries will re-commence shortly and information posted on the Parish Council website. 
Bromley Bulletin – This past year we continued to publish The Bromley Bulletin in July 2020, December 2020 and April 2021 with a further publication expected in August 2021. The bulletins are hand delivered throughout the year by councillors. Those residing further out from the village centre will continue to receive their copy by post to ensure consistent timely distribution of bulletins and there will be further copies available at The Top Shop.
Village Gateways - Village gateways are now adorned with planters containing bedding plants and will subsequently be seeded with wildflowers next year. This will create an attractive display for signage on the entry to a village, help with traffic calming as they alert motorists to a speed change so they can slow down, support the idea that Abbots Bromley is a well-kept village and provide a habitat for wildlife. 
Outdoor Gym – Sadly, it has not been possible to use the equipment for much of the year due to the Covid19 crisis but now lockdown measures have been removed and the warmer weather is upon us this is an excellent resource the Parish Council has managed to secure for getting or keeping fit and perhaps losing a few lockdown pounds!
Notice Boards - The village notice boards remain in need of repair and, in some cases, replace at considerable expense. As such the Parish Council has identified the first board to be replaced and will plan to replace others over the next few years as funds allow.  It is also hoped that a notice board can be installed near the Top Shop to provide a focus of communication at that side of the village where there has not been one. 
Playgrounds – Over the past two years the Parish Council has undertaken some refurbishment and repair work to both The Nuttery under 5s playground and also Millennium Green. The Parish Council has also sought planning permission to prune trees and cut back overhanging branches to mitigate risks of falling branches and high levels of leaf litter later in the year that make it difficult to maintain clean and safe surfaces for children to play on. The Parish Council continues to be very grateful to Graham McCullough for his hard work in clearing and cleaning the Wetpour and grounds maintenance at The Nuttery.
At the Millennium Green Councillors Rodway-Bowden, Haywood and Whorwood and the Parish Clerk, Sarah Meads, and her family worked together to recover and rake over the ground area at the bottom and top with new woodchip to a depth required for a safe play area. The Parish Council is very grateful to those who volunteered to help particularly because it would have proved expensive to contract a company to do this work and this money could then be spent elsewhere to benefit the village. A damaged climbing post was unrepairable and has now been replaced and the old Bird Nest Swing and wooden frame has been completely replaced with a new one. Further repairs are still required including further replacement or repair of the wooden retaining posts on the steps. There is also more work required to improve The Nuttery in the coming years including the possible need to replace the entire Wetpour surface across the playground as it comes to the end of its life. This will be an expensive task and with uncertainties surrounding Abbots Bromley School, the owners of which lease The Nuttery to the Parish Council, it has not been possible to commit to such a large expense at this time. We hope we will be in a position to undertake a more ambitious programme of improvements from the end of 2021 onwards.
An annual external inspection of safety at both play areas was carried out and report received for discussion at the July 2021 meeting of the Parish Council. The main concerns raised were in keeping with the Parish Council’s own frequent and regular inspections.
War Memorial – The Parish Council would again like to thank everyone who has made a donation towards the repairs to the surface surrounding the War Memorial. It is hoped that a start date for repair works can now be set following the relaxation of government lockdown measures.
Crime – At the Parish Council meeting in November 2020 Staffordshire Police reported crime statistics for the Policing Area incorporating Abbots Bromley, The Blythe, Kingstone and Newton for the previous twelve months. Reported incidents of crime for the year to 30th October 2020 have remained broadly static with a 6% increase of 68 reported incidents compared with 64 in the previous twelve months; due entirely to a rise in residential burglaries to 7 in the past year. This contrasts with reports of anti-social behaviour where there has been a significant increase from 24 in the preceding year to 43 incidents in the year up to 30th October 2020. The largest increase has been the number of nuisance vehicles that has increased by over three-fold with a key hot spot being Blithfield Reservoir. More recent data from Staffordshire Police for the twelve months to 26th July 2021 have revealed better news with a 34% decrease in reported crime from 77 incidents to just 55 incidents. Key reductions were seen in reports of criminal damage that decreased by 85% and thefts decreased by 55%. There was, however, an increase in vehicle thefts to 4 in the past year compared with just 1 during the preceding year. Unfortunately, there has also been an increase in antisocial behaviour, including drug misuse, involving vehicles particularly in the Blithfield Reservoir area. In contrast other forms of anti-social behaviour have trended downwards since last reported in November 2020 with a modest decrease to 31 incidents compared with 34 during the preceding twelve months. The biggest change was seen in the category of neighbour disputes rising to 13 incidents compared with just 7 in the preceding year. Importantly some of these outcomes may be the product of altered circumstances resulting from the Covid19 pandemic and government lockdown measures. 
Finance – Applications for Parish Council Grants have been received from a number of bodies and were discussed in May. These included an application from Abbots Bromley Sports Association (ABSA) for funding to contribute towards installing a new latch gate and some fencing, an application  from Abbots Bromley Nostalgia Group/Abbots Bromley Parish Church Committee (ABPCC) for a contribution towards the restoration of some headstones in the graveyard where relatives of the deceased cannot be located, one from ABPCC for a donation towards the costs of mowing the church yard and finally one from the Beavers/Cubs/Scouts to enable purchase of litter pickers. The amounts of each grant awarded are published in the minutes of the Parish Council meeting.
Jubilee Cup – The Jubilee Cup wasn’t awarded last year due to the cancellation of the Parish Assembly.  As restriction relax it is hoped that a Parish Assembly can be arranged in the near future.
The Horn Dance – The Horn Dance last year had to be cancelled due to government lockdown measures. However, there is a strong commitment to plan and organise the Horn Dance and associated stalls and events for 2021 and some bookings have already been received. The Parish Council also plans to purchase some bunting for the event and also for use during future events such as the forthcoming Royal Jubilee.  At the time of going to print there are still a few stalls available so do get in touch with the Parish Clerk if you would like to reserve one.
The Covid19 Crisis – The Parish Council has continued to play a key role in coordinating volunteers to collect and deliver food, prescriptions and medicines during the ongoing Covid19 pandemic and resulting government lockdown measures throughout the past twelve months. Much gratitude goes to Sarah Meads and Simon Tonking for all their hard work in this regard but we are aware of a great deal of community spirit at work in the village shown by other volunteers and the owners of Top Shop to support the most vulnerable parishioners. A massive and well deserved thank you to you all!

Councillor  Dr Christopher Whorwood
Chairman of Abbots Bromley Parish Council
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