Chair’s Annual Report 2013-14
First, I would like to thank the Parish Clerk and Councillors for their work over the past year and my predecessor as chairperson, Bev Kavanagh, from whom I took over in January this year. Here are some of our achievements over the past year.
Blennerhasset Riverside

At last we succeeded in registering ownership of the piece of land next to the River Ellen in Blennerhasset. This process takes at least 12 years to reach a conclusion because the Parish Council has to prove to the Land Registry that it has controlled access to the land for that length of time. The Council fenced the area in 2000 and advertised that it had possession of the land, so this year we were able to register our ownership, which the Land Registry confirmed.
Now we can go ahead with our plans to improve the area. Unfortunately, in the meantime, we have lost out on a potential source of grant funding, so we may need to revise our plans and implement the project in stages.
This is a priority for the coming year – to finalise the plans for improving the riverside area, tender the work and seek grant funding. There is great potential for involving the school in the project.
Village Maps

We often see delivery drivers wandering around the villages asking for directions because all they have to go on is a house name or a street name that is not shown on the ground. To solve the problem, we commissioned village maps for Blennerhasset and Torpenhow, which are now in place. Additional ones for Whitrigg, Cockbridge and Kirkland are being produced.
Greens
Grass cutting is one of our key responsibilities and we have recently re-tendered the contract. Following difficulties we had in recent years, we feel more confident now that we have the right specification and contractor.

The circular green outside Blennerhasset School has been damaged by cars driving on it and we have arranged to have a kerb installed around it. At first we were frustrated by a lack of interest from contractors to tender for the work and now, having awarded the contract, we are still waiting for the contractor to carry it out.
Stanger Hill Signpost
The repair or replacement of the black and white signpost at Stanger Hill has rumbled on – and on! We have asked for a contribution from Cumbria County Council; if this is not forthcoming then we have agreed that the Parish Council will foot the bill.
Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Seat
A seat was purchased for Torpenhow to celebrate the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. Wet weather delayed its installation.
Blennerhasset Local History Project

The Parish Council contributed to this project – enabling the two attractive interpretation panels to be placed on the school wall. This means that there is a long-lasting explanation about the project for residents and visitors to the village to see. One of the panels tells the story of William Lawson and the experimental farm co-operative based at Mechi Farm in the 1860s. The other outlines the findings of the archaeological survey that was carried out on the remains of the Roman Fort, which also discovered an earlier settlement by the river – possibly an Iron Age shrine site. A website was set up as part of the project and the Parish Council is now maintaining and updating the site.
Aspatria Rural Partnership
The Parish Council is a member of the Aspatria Rural Partnership – a group of Parish Councils that has been working together for five years. Allerdale Borough Council has now agreed to work with groups of Parish Councils across the borough and has accepted Aspatria Rural Partnership as the local working group for this area. Issues that the Partnership is tackling include the threatened loss of street lights in the villages; how to increase broadband speeds to isolated rural areas; and planning a local food festival event.

Rural Lighting
There is a risk that we will lose street lights in the villages because they are on poles provided by Electricity North West, who may remove some of them and not replace them. We have already been given notice that two lights in Blennerhasset will be removed – including the one right in the centre of the village on the green outside the school. The situation is very unclear and Allerdale Borough Council (ABC) has called it in for scrutiny. The Aspatria Rural Partnership is suggesting to ABC that it devolves the budget and responsibility for lighting to the Parish Councils, subject to the provision of technical assistance.
Highways and Flooding
Representatives of the Parish Council attended a briefing by Cumbria County Council Highways Department which outlined its new approach to working with Parish Councils. They explained that they are very keen to work with us and asked us to identify our priorities. We did so, highlighting some ongoing priorities, including flooding. We subsequently made several attempts to communicate with them by phone and email. We have been frustrated by a complete lack of response.
Superfast Broadband

We have tried to engage with Connecting Cumbria to explore how to increase the availability of faster broadband speeds to the villages and outlying settlements. Again we have been frustrated by a lack of response, but we are continuing in our attempt to arrange a meeting.
Local Plan Consultation
We prepared a response ABC’s local Plan consultation. Most of our concerns were acknowledged in the re-draft, except our request that we have defined development boundaries.
We have continued to comment on relevant planning applications.
Parish Council Vacancy
The Parish Council still has a vacancy and we should actively encourage local people to consider joining us.
Conclusion
We have achieved progress on a number of fronts this year, some seem to have taken a long time to complete and some have yet to reach a conclusion. Some delays were caused by a lack of interest from companies in quoting for - or implementing – works. Because we only meet six times a year, we need to focus on our priorities for the coming year and ensure our meetings are effective. 

