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North and Mid Cheshire Area


Minutes of the Area Meeting on 25th April 2009

1. Present:

John Watkin – Area Chairman

Penny Clarke – Secretary 

Jan Shipsides – Area Treasurer

Bill Fraser – Vice Chairman

Harold Bennetton – Membership Secretary

Keith Doughty – Access Secretary
Harry Johnston – Countryside Secretary
Geoff Hill- Committee Member

Ken Hall – Halton Group Representative

David Stearne – IT & Programme Support  

Janice Barker – Vale Royal Representative & H&S 

Harry Faulkner – IT Photographic Page 
2 Apologies:

Val Davies – Warrington Group Representative 

Andrew Galloway- Under 40s’
Janet Bolton- Minutes Secretary
3 Minutes of the last meeting
The minutes were accepted without modification.

4 Action and matters arising from the last meeting

Action 1/1& 2/1 - fist aid to go onto the agenda.
Completed.

Action 3/1 Send a copy of the area constitution to HQ.

Completed and copies circulated to committee members.

Action 4/1 To ask groups to forward their constitutions to this meeting.
PC had received a copy of the Under 40’s Group. Halton will forward theirs in the near future. Warrington and Vale Royal have not replied.
Action 1/2 PC to remind Warrington and Vale Royal to forward their Group constitutions.
Action 5/1 PC to enquire about an emergency central phone re cancelled walks.

PC reported that HQ do not have an emergency number for this purpose.
It was agreed that the current method of using the internet, telephone and e-mails to warn members about walk changes and cancellations is the best we can do.
Action 2/2 PC to request Christine Masson to publish these ad hoc arrangements in the next News Letter.
Action 6/1 PC to send our motion to HQ.

Completed
Action 7/1 JSW to put code on conduct on the web.
Completed
Action 8/1 KD to get someone to attend Publicity and Recruitment meeting.
KD reported that he had been unable to persuade someone to attend the meeting. He volunteered to take on the role of Publicity Secretary but was unable to attend the Manchester meeting because he was away on holiday.
Action 9/1 JSW to determine if we would benefit from attending the launch of the new branding.
JSW had phoned HQ and reached the conclusion that it would be more economic to wait for the relevant circulars to appear. 

Action 10/1 PC to make sure all officers have filled in a data protection form.
Action 10/1 continues.
Action 11/1 JS to forward a cheque for £100 to the Open Spaces Society.
Action completed and OSS had replied with a thank you letter.

Action 12/1 JS to approach HQ to see if they would support expenditure of £300 for stand at 

Cheshire Show.

Complete (details in the treasurers report).
Action 13/1 JSW to talk to DS regarding space on web site. 

Complete (details in the IT section).
Action 14/1 Janet Bolton to book meeting for next year.

Completed. It was too late to pick up the offer from the Leigh Arms Knutsford for this year. In discussion it was agreed to reconsider the timing and location of our meeting for next year as many members would like them in the evening rather than on Saturday afternoons. Thursday was suggested.
5 Secretary’s report

PC reported that she had had a reminder about Central Office open day. HJ is to attend and has sent off an application form.

United Utilities had replied positively to our request for a speaker to attend our AGM. It was decided that we would request Kate Snow to talk to us about Carbon fixing on moorland SCaMP and recreational facilities offered by UU.
Action 3/2 PC to contact UU regarding speaker for AGM.

A reminder had been received regarding The Festival of Winter Walks. The walks are usually included in the next walks programme and Group representatives were asked to give the details to Sheelagh Warner for inclusion.
Action 4/2 Group representatives to inform Sheelagh of their plans for Winter Walks.

A new publication had been received from HQ called Groupnews which is targeted at group secretaries. In the publication a request is made to start using the new branding logo. 
Trafford Council has offered the Area a link on their web page at a charge of  £20. It was agreed not to take up the offer.
A request has been received from The Big Stride (a male cancer organisation) for walk leader.
Several companies have made enquiries about promoting their businesses. It was agreed that we should reply offering them such services but at a cost for example £60 for a full page advert in the walks programme booklet.
A new publication has been received called Walking Environment News. It is targeted at Countryside, Paths and Access Officers.
6 Treasurer’s Report

JS reported that the Area finances were in good shape. The income from HQ and advertising was £4410 with possibly a further £400 to come to cover the cost of the Cheshire Show and about £75 to come from Google adverts on the website. The total expenditure was £3068 of which only £66 were for Officers expenses.
The Countryside, Access and Footpath Secretaries were requested to send in their claims as soon as possible. The Area currently has a net surplus of about £1400.
7 Affiliation to Peak and Northern Footpaths.

David Bratt had informed JSW that the N&MC RA are not currently affiliated to the Peak and Northern but were in 2006 & 7. Affiliation costs £15.

It was agreed to rejoin and nominate Jan Shipsides and Penny Clarke as the listed members.
Action 4/2 JS to send off the application form to Peak and Northern

8 Membership Secretary’s Report
HB reported that  at the end of March the area had 1629 members which is an increase of 39 in the first three months of 2009:

Halton has 317 members

Vale Royal has 551 members

Warrington has 640

Under-40s has 101

There were 20 members not in a group

Total for the area was 1629

These figures are subject to error e.g. in February the Under 40s had 99 members during March no new members joined the group – one member resigned and yet the total increased to 101.
Warrington had 4 new members but increased their February total from 633 to 640 - an increase of 7.
During the past three months 

Halton had 
7 new members

Vale Royal had 
9 

Warrington had 
22

Under 40s had 
3

HB requested a membership analysis from head office to see how we compare with other areas but I was told that this wouldn’t be available for at least another two weeks as they are still having teething problems.
Cheshire Show

JSW reported that he had been in contact with the organisers of the Cheshire Show (23rd  24th June). The price of plots ranged from £190 to £410. The more expensive plots were outdoors and were considerably larger than we would require. It was decided to opt for the smallest plot 10ft by 8ft at a cost of £190. The price included one free parking place and 4 free 1-day entrance tickets.
The meeting agreed that we should apply for such a plot and that a sub-committee consisting of JSW, HF, PC and JS should be formed to manage the exhibition. It was also decided to ask HQ for material for the stand.

Action 2/5 JSW to apply for a plot in the Shoppers and Crafts Marquee.

Action 2/6 PC to ask HQ for exhibition material subject to a satisfactory outcome from the previous action.

Acton 2/7 PC to arrange first meeting of the sub-committee.
9 Report from Groups
Vale Royal and Knutsford

Nothing to report

Halton

Profits from coach walks have increased so charges are being reduced for a period until a breakeven point is reached. Those non-members who regularly use the coach walks and who refuse to become members of the RA will face an administration surcharge of £1. These moneys will be sent to HQ in the form of a donation.

There are about 10 to 12 proposed gating orders in Halton and Robin Whitaker has examined each case individually. His sympathy lies with the residents who have to live with the hooligan and criminal activity in the region. Halton committee endorsed Robin's approach to this. Chris Leap is to write to RA HQ saying that in general Halton we will not resist alley gating orders in urban areas, as resisting them would alienate the residents and make the RA look silly.

It was noted that this is directly opposed to RA policy but the Area Committee had a lot of sympathy with the views of Halton and supported the action taken by Halton in approach HQ.
Warrington

The following written report had been received from Val Davies.

The Warrington group held an enjoyable quiz evening in February and an evening with the Cheshire Lowland Search and Rescue team in March. The coach walks continue to be well supported. Membership stood at 640.
Under 40’s
The group seem to have had a name change to Cheshire Walkers. They are organising a Ceilidh in September to which all RA members are invited. The cost is £12 per head.

10 Get Walking Day

Get walking day has been extended to cover the whole of the weekend of the 30th May. It coincides with National Family Week. It would appear that there are only two registered walks JSW in Croft and KD in Penketh. Both had received their Get Walking Day packs. Each pack contained leaflets, posters, letters to MP’s, press releases, interview briefing, feedback forms and consent forms for children, vulnerable adults and publicity photos. In view on the need for so many consent forms JSW said that he would only allow children accompanied by responsible adults on his walk and he would not take any photos for publicity use. He believed that the requirement to fill in forms would take the whole pleasure out of the walk.
11 Report from General Council
The following report was complied by the attendees: Andrew Galloway and Penny Clarke.

Friday 3rd April 2009

AG and PC arrived at Harper Adams University College at 1pm and after a brief lunch joined the afternoon village walk of approximately 5 miles. This was a good opportunity to meet fellow delegates.

Dinner was at 6pm with speakers Kate Ashbrook (Ramblers Chairman), Alison Parker (Shropshire Area Committee) and Neil Wilcox (Shropshire County Council).

At 7.30pm in the main hall, Tom Franklin gave a presentation entitled “The year behind, the year ahead”, which addressed the successes and failures of the past year, including the South Downs National Park, falling membership, expected financial deficit and 10 milestones for the coming year:

1. CRM functioning and helping to deliver improvements

2. Rebranding launched and embedded.

3. Walk, Web, Walk Britain successes.

4. Leading the way on promoting walking.

5. Fundraising capacity increased.

6. New campaigning techniques up and running.

7. Costal Access on course

8. Better communication

9. Improved financial control.

10. Project management techniques in place.

The trustee candidate hustings followed at 8.45pm following which many people retired to the students’ union bar for a drink.

Saturday 4th April 2009

Following breakfast the first session of council began at 9am at which the following were approved:

Tellers and Scrutineers

Minutes of General Council 2008

Agenda Committee report and appeals

Actions taken to implement 2008 motions

Annual Report and Accounts 2007/08.

Following morning coffee the second session of council began and debate on motions commenced.

Policy Motion 5. Highways Act – North & Mid Cheshire

The North and Mid Cheshire Area Committee had proposed the following policy motion:

“This General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees to investigate the feasibility of an amendment to The Highways Act such that in the event of a land owner failing to repair a stile or gate, a highway authority will be under a duty to carry out the repair and recover the cost, if it chooses to do so, from the landowner. If deemed appropriate such a measure should then be added to the Association’s shopping list.”

Following amendment submitted by John Esslemont, Council Member and Geoffrey Williams, Carmarthenshire, the wording of the motion was amended to:

“This General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees to investigate the feasibility of an amendment to The Highways Act or other legislation to increase the powers and/or duties of highway authorities with respect to the repair and/or replacement of stiles, dates or any other item of rights of way furniture. This would include consideration of a fixed period of time from the date that the relevant highway authority is notified in writing of the defective furniture. If deemed appropriate such a measure should then be added to the Ramblers’ shopping list.”

The motion was proposed by AG at the podium, and seconded by PC. Several members expressed their support for the motion, however a member asked for clarification of the existing situation with regard to the Highways Act. Brian Reader, Agenda Committee then read the appropriate section from the Rights of Way: a Guide to Law and Practice, or “blue book”. This passage seemed to imply that their already existed a duty on the highways authority to either remove or repair rights of way furniture should the landowner fail to do so. AG then responded that the motion was worded to request the Trustees to “investigate the feasibility” and stood as proposed.

There was then a vote of the delegates and the motion was defeated by a narrow margin. 

It was later noted by Janet Davis (not a delegate, and so could not speak in the debate) that Rights of Way: a Guide to Law and Practice states itself on p232 “It is perceived by some to be defect on the law that, in the event of a landowner failing to repair a stile, no duty rests on a highways authority to carry out the repair”. Had Brian Reader continued to read this passage from the book, the vote of delegates may have gone the other way!

However, the outcome of the motion itself was academic as the Board of Trustees have indicated that the feasibility of a change in the law will still be added to the Ramblers shopping list. So all was not lost!

Packed lunched were collected at 12noon and a selection of workshops ran until 1.45pm:

· Opening up the Ramblers – diversity

· The CRM System

· New campaigning on costal access

· Enjoyable, safe, varied – led walks programme

At 1.45pm, the third and final session of council began with the continued debate on motions, concluding with the results of elections to the board of trustees and the Chairman’s closing remarks.

12 Website Co-ordinators Report

DS reported that in the last 5 months the total number of visits to the increased by 18% which is equivalent to an annual rate of 30000 compared with a total of 67000 over the last 7 years.

This is a sign of our success  in offering  possibly a unique combination of facilities for our members, particularly leaders. We continue to innovate. Walk start points on the web site now show post codes as well as grid references, for those car owners with Sat Navs.

As word has spread, favourable comments continue to be received about the Photo Gallery and the Walk Planner. The latter provides the most useful  features of expensive home PC programs at zero cost to our members and low cost to us, the main one being storage space on the web site for photographs and map data (heights). 

Clicks on adverts by visitors continue to produce steady income. Google Adsense alone generated a further payment of  $110 in March, bringing the total received to $240. 

To underpin this success, the need to give ourselves more disk space is now becoming urgent.  Harry Faulkner and I have already spent time carrying out a house-keeping exercise and pruned a large  of the older photographs, but despite that, with new submissions, our  usage has risen to 80% of the web space we pay for. At 90% the site becomes unstable as it needs working space. There is a distinct possibility of a surge of additional pictures in the near future from new contributors  if the picture competition takes place, and is the success hoped for. We must not jeopardise that.

Proposal: that the Committee give consideration to using just some of the income stream the web site is generating in more web space to fund expansion. The next upgrade package offered by our web host at an extra £40 pa (!) would provide enough space for immediate and foreseeable future needs. 
The increase in funding was approved and the committee thanked David and Harry for the work that they do on behalf of the Area.

JSW reported that he had enquiries asking us to promote their businesses from:

Craig Balman – Aracena Mountains Southern Spain

Walk Andalucía

Walking Holidays Bulgaria

Walk Tall at the Alberdini Spain

Leonard’s field House Keswick

He had replied saying we are a charity, strapped for cash and if you want us to promote your business then we need to start up a joint partnership.

Walking Holidays Bulgaria are the only ones to have replied positively and are prepared to sponsor our photographic page and provide three prizes for a photographic competition. Cost to them is £100 for a link on the photographic page and an advert in the programmes booklet. The prizes are a weeks holiday in Bulgaria, 50% off the price and 25% off the price. These are very substantial prizes and we expect to get a lot of people taking part.
During discussion the following general principles were agreed.

a) That the competition is aimed at increasing the use of the website to promote NMC walks.

b) That the competition is open only to members of the RA.

c) That the photographs submitted must have been taken on one of the NMC walks.

d) That the competition is restricted to amateur photographers.

e) That the prizes will be given out at the AGM.
There are still a numbers of substantial issues to be iron out, such as how many photographs to be allowed for each photographer, how to reduce the numbers to a manageable size to send to Walking Holidays Bulgaria for judging and how the competition will be managed on the website. 

Action 2/8 Mr Stearne and Mr Faulkner to define the competition rules and the method of implementation and to report back to the chairman.
13 Help for new walking project (St Helens, Runcorn and Widnes)

PC brought the following to the attention of the committee that Groundwork Merseyside were currently funded to run walking projects in St Helens, Runcorn and Widnes. Sarah Tarmaster (project officer) is offering free training to anyone interested in leading walks which last say 30min to an hour. They would appear to be in desperate need for volunteers.
Action 2/9 JSW to put the request on the website in chairman’s news.
14 Discussion on the suggestion to start all walks at 10.00am throughout the year.
KD had raised the matter informally outside the meeting and met with some agreement so the walks co-ordinator had asked leaders which start time they preferred because if all leaders chose one time then there was no need to take the matter further. The result of the leaders pole was 24 to keep the 10-30 start in Summer and 12 to change to 10.00. Whist not unanimous the status quo was preferred. The committee noted that leaders could indeed select their own start time and that neither a 10.00 not a 10.30 start was binding, indeed there had been some very early starts to view sunrises. The committee agreed not to change the current summer start time from 10.30 to 10.00.
15 Health and Safety

JB reported that the one day course at Northwich college was OK it concentrated on CPR and did little on measures to take with broken bones, sprains or head injuries. She had also attended a weeks course under her own resources which was much better. 
JSW reported that The Lowland Rescue Team through the Warrington Group had offered to arrange a course. This it was felt would be more focused on walking injuries. There would be no cost for the course but they would expect a donation.

Action 2/10 JSW to formally request The Lowland Team to organise a course for members of the RA.

16 Access officers report

KD reported that there was nothing of significance to NMC to report.

17 Countryside Officers report

HJ reported that the planning permission for a caravan site in Spink Lane had been refused but he expected that a new scheme would be put forward in the future.
He reported that he had attended the Weaver Valley Framework Consultation Meeting at Northwich. At the meeting the delegates were presented with a large document proposing developments for the area. At the meeting the delegates were asked to make critical comments on the document. The fact that the document was only handed out that very morning made such a request somewhat difficult. At the meeting it transpired that there was no funding available for some very worthwhile schemes and that the plan was to obtain funding from partnerships and sponsorships which could prove to be difficult to achieve during the present climate.

There has been no further correspondence on the proposed changes to the A556 from the M56 to the M6.

Planning permission has not been given to Aston wind farm.

18 Footpath Secretary’s Report
Two major things have happened since our last meeting:


The Cheshire Rights Of Way Committee and Forum have ended and


Halton BC have published a consultation draft of their Rights of Way Improvement Plan.
ROW Committee

The last meeting of the ROW Committee was held in Chester on the 23rd Jan and was chaired by Barry Harden.

The major theme running through the whole meeting was one of appreciation. Thanks were offered to the PROW teams, to the user groups and not lest to Barry himself.

In the afternoon session the user group thanked Barry for all his efforts and presented him with a card as a simple memento – he was visible moved. For the record Barry has been a great friend of the RA and a very fair chairman.

The new authorities Cheshire East contains 1915 km of PROW (60%) and Chester and Cheshire West 1277 km. 

Most of the staff know were they are going and wherever possible continuity is being maintained. 10 will move east and 8 west.

The PROW teams in C&WC will be in the Culture and Recreation Dept. and in Cheshire East in the Health and Wellbeing Dept.

Regulatory decision making will be under a separate ROW committee in C&WC whereas this is still under review for CE.

The workloads for the ROWIP and path maintenance is being divided between the two teams and lists were presented. It was noted that each authority will need a new one in 2011.

Work was progressing towards completion of the definitive maps so that they can be handed over to the new authorities. It was expected that the digitised map on the Cheshire CC web will continue but it has still to be decided if it will be split into two or remain in its present form covering the whole of Cheshire. There are plans to improve the system to make it more user friendly and to enable path problems to be registered through the system.

Warrington and Cheshire Access Forum has monitored and reported on:

ROWIP

Discovering Lost Ways

Alderley Edge By Pass

Local Government Reorganisations

Budget provisions for both Warrington and Cheshire

The 2009 priorities of the forum are to:

Influence the work of town and Parish councils by inviting representatives.

Seek national clarification of the term “cycleway”.

Monitor budgets

Influence the 2 new authorities and seek a seat on the area boards.

Monitor safety issues on rural roads.
The first meeting of the Cheshire West and Chester PROW Committee will be held Wednesday next at 4.00 pm in Chester where we hope to learn more about the new authority.

I have no information on Cheshire East.

Halton Draft ROWIP

This huge document will need careful scrutiny and comments are requested from Janet Whelan by 3rd July. As a matter of information there are only 71km of footpaths in Halton (less than 5% of that in Cheshire West and Chester).

The document was handed over to KH.

Action 2/11 Ken Hall to list the comments sent to Halton BC

BF had attended two meetings, Warrington Partnership Conference (04/03/09) and the Planning Focus Group (05/03/09). At these meetings all aspects of benefit to walkers were promoted - recreation, health, sustainable transport and pedestrian safety. The general aim is to improve the footpath network in both rural and urban areas. Specific issues addressed were The Mersey Way and developing brown field sites in preference to such as Peel Hall and Grappenhall (new town sites).
Correspondence received included Wire Wheels Spring news letter in which the benefits of a 20 mph speed limit is considered. Warrington are holding trials in two regions.
The Bridgewater Canal has temporary closures from Sale Bridge to Langford Bridge from 20th April until 2nd October.

19 AOB
Walks Coordinator’s Report

RA requested all N&MC Walk Leaders to register with them so as to compile a register of Walk Leaders and  develop facilities for them such as a Newsletter. These details were circulated to Leaders.
Sheelagh gets two to three telephone or email enquiries a week from people  wanting to go on a specific walk and many of these do turn up and some go on to join the RA.

Criticism of some walk leaders

GH commented that some walks leaders have a cavalier attitude to leading and have a habit of leaving people way behind without giving them a chance to catch up and indeed have a rest when they do catch up. People at the back tend to have a more strenuous walk than those at the front because they are for ever trying to get back to the leader especially when large numbers of difficult stiles have to be negotiated. GH requested that leaders be reminded of their duty of care to everyone they are leading. The meeting agreed that back markers were essential so as to ensure the safety of those at the back and that the leader and back marker should remain in close contact.
Action 2/12 JSW to remind leaders of their duty of care for those they are leading.
20 Date of next meeting 20th June
Action 2/13 JB to ensure that training of walks leaders and back up IT personnel are included on the next agenda.

JSW 27th April
_______________________________________________________________________________
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