
MINUTES OF THE TWENTY SEVENTH ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF THE SHROPSHIRE AREA OF THE RAMBLERS HELD ON SATURDAY 19TH FEBRUARY 2011 AT THE GATEWAY CENTRE, SHREWSBURY
PRESENT: Forty three members and officers as list held by the Secretary, including Steve Charmley, Councillor and Portfolio holder for Culture and Leisure, and Ed Wilson, Ramblers Central Office representative and Volunteer Co-ordinator.

APOLOGIES: Chris Chillingworth, Susan Sharp, Helen Hearn (SYR), Muriel Grindley, Roy Grimwood.

The Chairman welcomed the visitors, Steve Charmley and Ed Wilson, also representatives from Staffordshire Area, Graham Evans and Dick Turton.
Joy Nisbet gave a short appreciation of David Shelley, Countryside Secretary, who had died in December.

The Chairman announced that the Ludlow MP, Philip Dunne, would be holding two meetings, at Ludlow on 25th February and the Wyre Forest on 12th March, in relation to the government’s plans for forestry.  It was hoped that Ramblers would be represented.

There was further discussion of the forestry issue, and the Chairman asked members to write to Ramblers Central Office or the Open Spaces Society about continuing concerns.  Following cancellation of the consultation, it was expected that a panel of experts would be asked to report back to the government in the autumn.  It was agreed that we would press Ramblers CO to ensure that Ramblers were represented on the Panel.
1. MINUTES OF THE LAST MEETING HELD ON 13TH February 2010
It was proposed by Peter Carr and seconded by John Newnham that the minutes be accepted as a true record.  Agreed unanimously.

Matters arising:
Shropshire Way North – The Chairman reported that a Project Officer, Peter Dunhill, had been appointed, surveying was complete from Llanymynych to Ellesmere via the Oswestry Ring.  Funding was not yet confirmed for the rest of the project.

Much Wenlock Quarries - there was currently no-one available to represent Ramblers on this project.

Ploughing and Cropping - Peter James said that the system of dealing with problems as drawn up with Shropshire Council had not worked.  In the present circumstances of budget cuts the project was unlikely to continue.

2. OFFICERS’ REPORTS

These were contained in the annual report, 2009 – 10, distributed to all members.

Chairman: Alison Parker added that Shropshire Council had been made aware of our disquiet at the proposed cuts to ROWs services, and this would continue.  Tourism had been worth £650 million pounds to the local economy in 2005, and use of ROWs was an important part of this.
Alison thanked Peter Carr and Roy Grimwood, and the members for carrying out the “e-campaign” to alert councillors to the effects of financial cuts on ROWs.
Treasurer: Jeff Vaughan said that there had been difficulties in the 2009 – 10 year when groups had reductions to their budgets, but he reported that both Shropshire Area and the Ramblers at national level had ended the year in a more healthy position.  Some groups had high reserves which would need to be adjusted.  Peter Greeves, treasurer for Shrewsbury & MidShropshire Group, queried the size of reserves but was assured by Jeff that he would consult with Group Treasurers.  Peter Greeves thanked the Area Treasurer for his help and support.

David Horton, secretary of the South Shropshire, queried the value of the London offices of the Ramblers.  The Chairman said that this had been debated widely in the past and was under review, but that nothing could be decided until nearer the end of the current lease.  The premises were used by other charities, and were relatively inexpensive.
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Ray Knowles said that the reduction in staff via 17 redundancies had contributed to the healthier financial position.

It was proposed by Bob Kimber and seconded by Trevor Allison, that the accounts be accepted, and passed unanimously.

Jeff also proposed and Bill Hodges seconded that Mike Hill be re-appointed Examiner.  This was agreed.

Area Footpath Secretary: Trevor Allison said that he was undertaking a project to cover the whole of the ROW network by visiting every parish in the County.  So far he had found few problems.

Membership Secretary: Peter Carr said that membership was declining month by month.  The recruitment drive in May with short walks should produce more members.  Bill Hodges regretted that only one member was appointed to the Local Access Forum, though the Chairman pointed out that there were others on the Forum representing walking interests.  Bill added that the Walkers Forum, now Shropshire Walking Forum, had attracted little interest outside the Ramblers, which had changed little since the Council had taken on responsibility.  The Chairman hoped that this would change in time.
3. FORESTRY
Ray Knowles appealed for evidence of use of paths on Pontesford Hill.  There were no ROWs across the hill and the area had now been sold to an investor looking for income.  The local 3P group was claiming 20 years’ use of 5 kms of paths, but needed backup from other users.

4. REPORTS FROM GROUPS

Joy Nisbet of South Shropshire Group, reported that she had had a success in claiming a footpath from closure at Church Stretton. 

5. ELECTION OF AREA OFFICERS

Chairman: Alison Parker had already given notice that she intended to step down as Chairman.  She therefore proposed and Graham Baker seconded Peter Carr as Chairman.  There being no other nominations, he was elected unanimously.
Publicity Adviser: Alison explained that Roy Grimwood had offered to do some publicity work but did not want to be on Area Council.  Peter Carr proposed and Joy Nisbet seconded that this offer be accepted.  All in favour.

Liaison and Access: Bill Hodges had offered to take on some Access work in addition to Liaison.  This was agreed.

Campaigns: Peter Carr proposed and Marion Law seconded that Alison Parker should retain responsibility for campaigns work; also agreed.

Vice Chairman and Membership: There were no nominations for these two posts.  Membership would therefore remain Peter Carr’s responsibility.  Also agreed.  Peter explained that this post needed only one evening a month and understanding of the use of Excel.

Alison said that John Newnham was retiring from the Area Executive and thanked him for his past work, including while he was with Shropshire Council.
6. ELECTION OF AFFILIATED GROUPS’ REPRESENTATIVES

These were as listed in the agenda with the correction of Neil Moore as Whitchurch Walkers representative.  There were no changes proposed.

7. APPOINTMENT OF INDIVIDUAL and CO-OPTED MEMBERS

The individual, voting members also remained as listed.

Of the co-opted, non-voting members, Bob Seabrook had left Area Council as he had retired as Powys Area Footpath Secretary.  There were no nominations for the remaining two places.
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8. APPOINTMENT OF DELEGATES TO GENERAL COUNCIL
Peter Carr had volunteered to be one delegate, and John Newnham was considering offering to be the second.  This was agreed.

9. PRESENTATION TO RETIRING CHAIRMAN

Peter Carr thanked Alison for her service as Chairman, saying that it was customary for retiring members of the Oswestry Group to be presented with the Order of the Boot, in this case Grand Dame, and presented her with a replica boot, specially made in stained glass.  Ed Wilson, the Ramblers CO representative presented a signed certificate commemorating her long and good service to the Association, recognising especially her achievements in maintaining relations with Shropshire Council and improvements to the Shropshire Way.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Steve Charmley, councillor and portfolio holder for Culture and Leisure, addressed the members:
Steve said that the Association had run a good campaign lobbying councillors in relation to the proposed budget cuts, but it was recognised that a difficult period lay ahead for Shropshire Council.  Huge savings of £76 million had to be made over the next four years and no department was immune. 

The department covered 5,500 kms of rights of way as well as open air sites and play areas.  Revenue and capital funding were involved, with a total of £2.3 million.  It was not possible to maintain every ROW and maintenance had to be prioritised.  The service needed feedback and needed to meet its statutory responsibilities.  Some compromises would be needed.

Local communities would be supported using area based development teams.
Ramblers were already contributing to the Big Society.  The Council would support successful projects such as the Shropshire Way and several others.

Ramblers need to identify areas where they can help.

Steve thanked the Ramblers for their help over the years.

Alison pointed out that the Ramblers had already contributed financially to the Oswestry to Whitchurch link.

Trevor Allison asked a series of questions:

Would the 100% condition survey be continued?  Steve answered that an operational decision was still to be made.   Trevor volunteered to carry it on if needed.

North Shropshire Way?  Should go ahead with matched funding.  This was a County priority.

P3 Groups of which there were 70 around the County?  Going ahead with these was important

Including support and prioritisation.

Furniture etc./maintenance department? Should include estates management team.

Budgets were under negotiation.

In response to Steve’s address, Bill Hodges said that the value of the ROWs network to the tourist industry should be included.  It was also bad to cut the budget to maintain public toilets.

Peter James quoted the Area’s motion to last year’s Ramblers General Council about the use of a priority matrix, and that as a result of the Council’s priorities Ramblers reports of footpath problems were not given the weight that they deserved.  Trevor reminded members that the Council had undertaken to review the priority matrix after 12 months.

Steve Charmley said that the management structure had not yet been finalised.

Joy Nisbet asked which were regarded as “special ROWs”, which Alison explained meant “promoted routes”.

Gerald Moss was also concerned about cropping on paths, especially maize in North Shropshire, and asked why the Council did not pursue prosecution.
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Steve Charmley undertook to take back to the Council those questions which he could not answer.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

10. MOTIONS
Forestry: Joy Nisbet withdrew her proposed motion in view of the government’s announcement that the consultation paper about the sale of forestry land was being withdrawn.  Alison would write to Ramblers CO to urge Ramblers to ensure that they were represented on the Panel being established to make recommendations.
Peter Carr said that Tom Franklin (Chief Executive) recognised that campaigning would continue for access, and pointed out that there had been a motion at last year’s General Council about access to woodland and forests that due to time constraints had been remitted to the Trustees; an answer/action plan to this motion should be reported at this year’s GC.
John Newnham said that there was wide support for not selling forestry land, though the Forestry Commission only owned 18% of forests.  Some woodland was not available for access which could be increased.

Peter Carr’s proposal about CO initiatives:

Whilst this General Council applauds the stream of initiatives from the Trustees and Ramblers staff, it instructs that where Areas or Groups are required to take action to implement an initiative, then due consideration is given to:

· Consulting where practicable with representative Areas or Groups first as to the feasibility of implementation,

· The time scales required for Areas or Groups to plan and implement the initiative.
Peter explained that groups had been asked to implement a campaign in March to recruit new members, with a special financial incentive.  This was too short notice for an effective campaign, which needed six months’ preparation.  Telford & East Shropshire and Market Drayton Groups had both protested to this effect.
Joy Nisbet seconded the motion and it was passed unanimously.  This would be forwarded to the Agenda Committee for consideration.

Bill Hodges’ proposal about wider value of ROWs:

Whilst this Area of the Ramblers Association welcomes Shropshire Council’s policy of responding to local opinions of the ROW network, it urges the Council not to ignore the value of the network 

to walkers from further afield, other parts of the County, and other visitors, especially considering the value of tourism to the local economy.

Bill said that local opinion was often not interested in the local paths, and Parish Council members did not want to upset local residents.  The motion was passed unanimously and Alison said this could be used as a campaigning tool within the County.
John Newnham’s proposal about the effect of budget cuts on bus timetables:

This AGM of Shropshire Ramblers is greatly concerned by Shropshire Council’s decision to substantially reduce the county’s public transport budget, leaving little option but to propose reducing off-peak services from one hourly to two hourly intervals.   Additionally, concessionary passes will not be available for use on Park and Ride services.

While the country is in recession and petrol prices escalating, it would seem self defeating to reduce funding for public transport, resulting in the remaining services being used by fewer people, thus potentially triggering further cuts to bus services if the Council was unwilling to subsidise increased losses  by the operators.

5.
Increased use of cars is likely to  raise the costs of highway maintenance, will generate more pollution and environmental damage and over time will cost the county more than it will save from this initial cost cutting exercise.
John said that whilst the suggested reductions in bus services might appear to be modest, it was really the thin end of the wedge.  A two-hourly service instead of one an hour would cause many existing users to use their own cars instead.  Fewer people using the buses might very well result in more services being cut. It was suggested that we should pursue this matter at the Transport 21 later this month, and Alison Parker volunteered to make our concerns known to the Local Access Forum.   John stated that he still wanted the motion to go to Shropshire Council, and this was agreed by those present.
The motion was seconded by Peter James, and passed with one dissension.
Gerald Moss commented that the quality of the bus timetable on the website was poor.

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

Ed Wilson, volunteer co-ordinator at Ramblers CO, introduced himself.  He had been with Ramblers for one year and was part of the Walking Environment Team.

He recognised the concerns among Ramblers about the proposed sale of forestry land and this showed it was at the heart of walking.  Staff continued to be involved although were not yet on the Panel but hoped to be represented.  Access to woodland was very important, but people did not understand the difference between “open access” and ROWs.
John Newnham said that permanent access was irreversible, but there were concerns for the future.  Joy Nisbet would like to see legal representation on the Panel.

Ray Knowles pointed out that conservation walks were for a fixed period and Natural England had no further funds to protect these.

Gerald Moss was concerned that some walkers, eg dog walkers, ignored the ROWs and this could have a knock on effect.

Peter Carr asked Ed for advice from CO on where the campaigning was going.  He had been working closely with staff, and petitions with large numbers of signatures have to be noted.
Alison thanked Ed for his contribution.

11. ANY OTHER BUSINESS
Mary Shelley appealed for a volunteer to be Countryside Secretary to carry on David’s valuable work.  Past appeals had so far not produced anyone.

12. DATE OF NEXT MEETING: Area AGM: Saturday 18th February 2012

