CHUTE PARISH COUNCIL

MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE PARISH COUNCIL HELD AT THE VILLAGE HALL ON THURSDAY 19th SEPTEMBER 2002. 

Present:  
Bill Withall 
:   Chairman


Diane Merritt



David Brown               



W Shaw 



Jim Gale




Jonathan Sykes 




Amanda Holroyd



David Clark  :  Parish Clerk
In attendance :   WCC  :  Ward Councillor  


:  Cllr D Lay



 :  WCC  : Highways/RofW Project Officer
:  Mr P Gerrard



 :  GLEAM                           

            :   D Gardiner



 : Parishioners                      

            :   39

ITEM 1: APOLOGIES

11
Cllr P Veasey KDC (ill health). 

ITEM 2 :  DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

2.1
Item 5 -  J Sykes declared his direct interest in the status of Bridleway 3.

ITEM 3 : APPROVAL OF PREVIOUS MINUTES

4.1
The minutes of the meeting on 1 August 2002 were unanimously approved.  Proposed by D Brown, seconded by W Shaw.

ITEM 4 : MATTERS ARISING  
4.1
There were no matters arising.

ITEM 5 : RIGHTS OF WAY MANAGEMENT
5.1
The Chair welcomed Mr Paul Gerrard the WCC Highways Project Officer who would make a presentation on the future management of Rights of Way by WCC,  Mr David Gardiner of GLEAM, present at the Council's request to provide specialist advice and, not least, the members of the parish who had turned out in such significant numbers to audit the Parish Council and Wiltshire County Council (WCC) position on the subject.

5.2
The Chair noted that, due to the exceptional level of interest and strength of feeling in the subject,  after the presentation by Mr Gerrard and a period of questioning by the Parish Council,  he intended to throw the meeting open for 30 minutes to allow Mr Gerrard to field questions from the floor.  He the made the following introductory statement:-

"Before we start:  I believe it would be helpful if I set the scene in the context of Mr Gerrard's presentation to remind all of the background as it affects the village.  

You will be aware that the management of Rights of Way (RoW) is a very pertinent topic for Chute Parish.  Specifically, the Parish Council has been involved in ongoing correspondence with WCC since December last year when we were informed of a claim to reclassify the route embracing Bridleway 3 to BOAT status (Byway Open to All Traffic). The claim is based on evidence going back to the 1820's when the route was reputed to have been a carriageway.  The Parish Council has objected strongly to the claim and our actions have been well supported by the community. 

The current position regarding the claim is that action has been suspended by WCC for at least 18 months (i.e to mid 2003) on the grounds that it is considered not to be in the public interest as there are highway safety issues and community safety concerns to be resolved.  This interregnum will enable WCC to carry out a fundamental review of the policy for management of RoW and the reclassification of routes will be an important element of their study.  Mr Gerrard is the WCC officer with the unenviable task of producing a recommended way ahead and will now make his presentation"

5.3
Mr Gerrard then made his presentation which was in the form he had presented to WCC earlier in April 2002 and on which basis he had been authorised to proceed.  This was entitled 'Right of Way Management - The Future - or - Rights With Responsibilities'. The result would also enable WCC to respond to the DEFRA requirement for a RoW Improvement Plan. .A copy of the bullet points of the presentation had previously been made available to the Parish Council

5.4
The Chair noted that the presentation had dealt with the approach to be adopted to the subject - including the recent request for input to the construction of a 'Hierarchy' of RoW - but at this stage did not provide any answers to the problems.  He then invited Members to present questions : following this he opened the meeting to the Public and similarly invited questions for Mr Gerrard.   

5.5
There was a brisk and healthy debate :  some of the key points raised by members and members of the public present are noted below:-

5.5.1
There are some 8000 RoW in Wiltshire.  WCC do not yet have data on levels of use. It is hoped the Hierarchy exercise will produce indications. Chute PC had begun the review process and would input to the exercise later in the year.

5.5.2
WCC recognise that the problems of conflicting needs/access to RoW are National but have limited liaison with other Highway Authorities/County Councils as yet.  It is hoped this will develop to provide the cross fertilisation that the Parish Council wishes to see.

5.5.3
It was confirmed that WCC will consult the Parish Council as the form of the RoW hierarchy is defined.  

5.5.4
It was noted that the Lake District hierarchical approach to RoW  had not been successful. It was confirmed that the WCC approach differed significantly.   

5.5.5
Whilst it is true that Traffic Regulation Orders (TROs) are expensive to achieve and difficult to police,  it was denied that WCC are totally unwilling to employ them as a control mechanism.  Rather it was hard to justify any extension of their use before the new Management/Improvement Plan and Hierarchy were established.  In the meantime enforcement of TRO's by the placement of concrete blocks to deny access was being trialled.

5.5.6
WCC acknowledged that the application to open the Chute Bridleway cross country route to recreational vehicle use (BOAT status) was simply one of a huge programme of some 2000 potential applications across Wiltshire.   It was therefore put to Mr Gerrard that it was possible, indeed likely, that such changes could render the new  hierarchy based Management Plan worthless almost before the print was dry.  This point was acknowledged but it was recorded that the applications to amend the Definitive Map had to be pursued and resolved as a matter of law, and,  WCC had to start to address the undoubted problems of access/use conflict somewhere. 

5.5.7
 WCC acknowledged that the ruling in law summarised as 'once a highway always a highway' was producing major problems - however it was hoped that the new management plan would with, judicial use of TROs, provide a way through.

5.6
The Chair then closed the period of public participation and recorded the thanks of the Council and the community to Mr Gerrard for being prepared to come and face up to,  at times understandably emotional, questioning.  In particular it was clear that, whilst all RoW users had some right of access,  it was unreasonable to attempt to give equal weight and access to any minority group whose use of RoW were in conflict with the needs and safety of the  overwhelming majority.   He then summarised the position with the following statement:-

"To summarise the Parish Council's present position on Rights of Way management.   

Access to the countryside is everyone's right but it needs careful management to balance conflicting user interests.  The extent to which recreational motor vehicles (2 and 4 wheeled) are allowed to drive over open countryside requires particularly careful control and we look to WCC to provide an effective answer to this problem : otherwise things will deteriorate fast.

We have a generous provision of BOATs  in our area:  there are nearly seven miles in all.   Increasing this to allow further access to motor vehicles cannot be justified and the parish Council would object in the strongest possible terms.

Finally,  regarding the 'hierarchy' approach being adopted by WCC to define all RoW - their use and user access.  We are concerned that evident failure of the Lake District National Park experience of this approach may, for the same reasons, fail in Wiltshire.  In particular that,  due to the lack of co-operation by 'Off Roaders' , their failure to observe the law, coupled with the lack of capacity of the Authority to enforce the regulations when they are broken. "

6.
ANY OTHER BUSINESS


6.1
There was no further business so the  Chair  reminded all present that the next meeting was scheduled for 7 November 2002 and closed the Meeting.
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