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NORTH TAWTON ANNUAL TOWN MEETING 
THURSDAY 16 MARCH 2023  

North Tawton Town Hall 7.15pm 

MINUTES 
 

Chaired by Cllr Ruth Testa (Chairperson North Tawton Town Council) 
Minute Taker – Melanie Bickell Town Clerk 
60 Members of public present 
 
1. Minutes of the Town Meeting held on 23 April 2022 were accepted, no matters arising 

 
2. Reports/guest speakers 

• Chair annual report – Cllr Ruth Testa 
Over the last year the council has undertaken a lot of activity, some pro-active and some re-active 
and I’d like to take the time now to tell you a bit about what we have done since the last annual 
meeting, and what the council has responsibility for. For a small town, the town council has a lot of 
assets that we manage and maintain on behalf of the town.  
We manage the Frank Henson Gibbings Memorial Park, and this year has seen some investment in 
the equipment, with a new shelter installed (partly funded by the Den Brook Community Fund), new 
trees planted – including a flowering cherry to commemorate HM Queen’s jubilee, and some tree 
works undertaken, following a tree survey of all the trees within the council ownership. Repairs to the 
pump track have taken place and replacement steps installed to one of the pieces of play equipment, 
and the kickabout area has been relevelled and reseeded. We are undertaking ongoing work 
regarding an area of subsidence to the MUGA (Multi-use games area), and we hope that remedial 
work will take place this year. A bench was donated to the town, and this has been placed under the 
Monkey Puzzle tree. 
We continue to liaise with Wainhomes over outstanding actions that should have been undertaken as 
part of the Batheway Fields development. This includes agreeing to two new pieces of outdoor gym 
equipment being installed in the park. These should be in place by the end of March.  
Jubilee celebrations – we worked with and helped co-ordinate local groups to run a series of events 
for HM Queens Jubilee and provided funding. 
The clocktower was professionally cleaned in time for HM Queen’s Jubilee, however the regular 
inspections were not able to pick up the rotten timbers which were not visible, and the canopy 
collapsed. We have been liaising with the listed building officer at West Devon and have obtained 
quotes to repair the canopy. However, this must be undertaken in a sympathetic manner, with existing 
sound timber reused where possible, and new timbers spliced in. The quote that the council is minded 
to go with is for £17K, but we are keen to seek views of residents in the latter part of this meeting as 
to what they wish the council to do regarding repairing the clocktower. 
We have been undertaking a lot of preparatory work on obtaining planning permission for the 
cemetery extension. The existing cemetery on Exeter Street is close to being full (between 2 and 7 
years space remains), and the council has the foresight to purchase land behind the cemetery 25 
years ago to allow the extension to take place. We have agreed a land swap with the owner of the 
rest of the field (subject to planning permission being granted), which gives the council twice as much 
land as we originally purchased. The council are hoping to submit the planning application soon, with 
a view to starting to layout the cemetery in 23/24. 
Further tree works have taken place in the cemetery to deal with overhanging and dangerous 
trees/limbs. A commonwealth war plaque has been obtained and installed at the entrance to the 
cemetery to commemorate those who gave their lives for this country. 
The toilets have been maintained, and following an incident of vandalism in August, they were 
repaired under our insurance.  
We continue to maintain 3 defibrillators within the town and have been working with the school to 
obtain a further defibrillator close to the school gates. Receipt of new defibs (under contract) took 
place today, in line with their ongoing renewal and maintenance. 
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Following from our own housing needs survey carried out in 2021, we have been working with WDBC 
to understand further what the requirement is within the town. WD have just finished their HNS, and 
the results will be forthcoming soon (Katie is here now). This will help the council to be able to push 
for certain types of affordable housing. In addition, a few councillors have been working to understand 
whether a Community Land Trust would be a good option for the Town. This was first mentioned 
during an annual town meeting a couple of years ago, and we have been delayed due to COVID, but 
there will be a meeting specifically about that next Thursday 23rd 7pm here. If you are interested in 
finding out more, then please come along or contact the Town Clerk for more information. The CLT 
will be a community led organisation, and not part of the town council, so it will need plenty of 
volunteers to get it off the ground. 
The council received a grant for a new planter for The Square and will also be replacing the existing 
wooden planters which have now reached the end of their lives. The Clerk is seeking funding towards 
these and has received £500 from Allison Homes towards them. 
The newly formed Transport Committee has been working to push DCC for a 7.5 tonne weight limit 
through the town, and this will be looked at again over the spring. They are hoping to set up a 
community speed watch, to understand any speeding and safety issues within the town, with a view 
to introducing a 20mph zone in the town. Volunteers are required for this, so if you are interested, 
please get in touch with the Clerk. It has been proposed that the council undertake a feasibility study 
to look at redesigning the square, to manage traffic flow and parking, and we welcome views from 
residents on this. 
NTTC would like to see public EV charge points in NT, so have been working with local businesses 
to see if they might be willing to host chargers but have also been liaising with DCC over an on-street 
charge point in the square. The council have been obtaining quotes for a redesign of the main car 
park to see if an EV charger could be installed without losing any parking spaces and we hope to 
have the results of this soon. 
NTTC has responsibility to maintain the churchyard and has done so since 1900 when the churchyard 
closed. It has been an expensive year in terms of maintenance, with significant repairs being required 
to walls (adjoining properties on Exeter Street), and to the walls and paths within the churchyard. As 
this is in a conservation area these were required to be done using local materials which matched, 
and with traditional techniques. As a council we have been trying to find contractors for almost 2 years 
to undertake repairs to the Lych Gate and have recently received and accepted a quote to undertake 
those repairs. This will cost between £7.5-10K, and we are interested to hear from residents on their 
views on this. 
We also own and maintain the beds at the entrance to Strawberry Fields, and at the beginning of last 
year a grant was obtained from DCC to overhaul these, making them lower maintenance, and a more 
attractive entrance to the town. 
The Town emergency plan was updated, and we received a grant from Devon Communities Together 
to purchase vital equipment needed if any of the plan needs to be enacted. 
This is all in addition to the day-to-day maintenance of the town. This includes the lengthsman carrying 
out regular litter-picking and other general maintenance. The grass cutting contractors who look after 
the park, cemetery, and churchyard. The regular inspections and maintenance of the park play 
equipment and other town assets, such as benches and hanging baskets, carried out by the town 
handyperson. Responding to planning applications and consultations and liaising with organisations 
to enable events such as those being planned for the King’s Coronation. 
Having thanked you all for attending today, I’d also like to thank my fellow councillors who all give up 
their time as volunteers, to the clerk for her hard work this year and to the regular attendees at our 
council meetings who help provide checks and balances (you are all welcome to attend all our public 
meetings!) and to thank Allison Homes for providing tonight’s refreshments. I’d also like to remind 
everyone that the local elections are coming up very soon, and I’d encourage everyone to put 
themselves forward to be a local councillor. It is a demanding, yet very rewarding thing to do, but not 
without tough decisions to make. 
 

• Annual Financial report – Cllr Steve Whiteley 
This year we had a difficult task trying to set a budget for 2023/2024 when we started the process in 
September 2022. 
Inflation was 10% plus, even looked like heading to possible 15%, which the Retail Price index is. 
Our proposed budget was £174,277, less anticipated income resulted in asking for a £144,971 
precept.  The finance committee were presented with 3 options from the RFO. 

1) 5.42%  



______________________________________________________________________________ 3 

2) 5.66% or  
3) 5.9% increase in the precept.  

The committee opted for the 5.9% which is approximately half inflation rate. We have a slight cushion 
this year as the Council Tax base has increased by 14.94 houses.  Last year we had a .79% Fall in 
Council tax. When talking about Council Tax we mean a band D property which is used as the Council 
tax base. 
The council have a 3-year fixed contract for grass cutting, which is about to enter year 2.  However, 
by negotiating with the contractor we have done a bit of chopping & changing resulting in the same 
cost as last year. 
Reserves, we have to keep 2 sets of reserves, earmarked & general. General reserves are normally 
between 25 – 100% of the precept. Last year we had 37% this year it dropped to 33%. 
Earmarked reserves, last year we spent £55,000 from earmarked reserves, which means we have 
to replenish. Not all in one year. 
Where does our money go?  Grass cutting the cemetery, churchyard, park & various other small 
places, maintenance trees, stonewalls, office, toilets, street sweeping, lengthsman, Insurance , 
wages RO /RFO,  & more. 
Some of you may be aware that as a council we are obliged the maintain the churchyard as when it 
closed it fell to NTTC to keep tidy & in good repair.  Just keeping it tidy costs over £7,000 per annum, 
with added maintenance cost this year of some £20,000. This is nearly 15% of this year’s budget!! 
Known expenses for the coming year are the cemetery extension various tasks needed to be 
completed before going to planning authority.  Carpark centre of Town major works to lighting & 
rewiring, possible space made for EV charging bay(s) & investigating the drainage system. 

Clock Tower partly or wholly, as we may be able to fund externally, grants, donations etc. 
Work in the Park MUGA repair, ongoing maintenance & possible replacement of equipment. 
Repair to Lych Gates at the entrance to churchyard. We have asked the Diocese for support. 

 

• Allison Homes (Batheway Phase II developer) – Jamie Snell to update on the development 
and answer questions. 
Weavers Place, (Batheways Field development phase II), 65 homes in total including 26 affordable 
with a mixture of renting and intermedial shared properties, public space and play area.  The site is 
making good progress, and the show home is due to open late April, with people moving in from 
middle of May throughout June.  The affordable properties will start to take occupation first – Places 
for people national housing association have been contracted. 
Allison Homes have no affiliation with Wainhomes, the site was purchased from them and the 
landowner. 
Concerns regarding the parking and speeding of lorries, mud on the roads and contractors not 
cleaning up after their dogs will be fed back to sub-contractors. 
We take sustainability very seriously but are only able to increase the SAT ratings for the homes by 
doing it though the overall structure of the home rather than solar panels themselves. 
Wainhomes s.106 obligations in relation to Phase I will stay with Phase I, the obligations in respect 
of Phase II Allison Homes will comply and are obligated to comply with.  The affordable homes will 
be subject to the provision within the s.106, the qualifying criteria will determine who can take 
ownership of the affordable or shared ownership. 
The design for the footpath will have been approved by DCC Highways, footpaths are normally 
adopted by DCC and meet their specifications. 
There will be a LEMP in place and will provide the detail on replacement of hedgerows, planting trees 
due to the environmental impact and bird population. 
 

• Devon County Council – County Councillor James McInnes  
DCC has had a very challenging 12 months, with a great increase in adult and children service 
demand and the state of the roads.  Within yesterday’s Central Government budget £200million was 
agreed towards potholes and Devon gets about £9.5million of that. 
Phil Norrey retired in December and now have Donna Manson as Chief Executive. 
In the current financial year, it took £23million to top the budget up, that helped us get through the 
end of Covid, the next financial year it is going up 4.9%, 2.9% plus 2% for adult social care, the overall 
budget £692million, 8.6%, and DCC are going to have to change how we do things and be stricter 
about assessing how people are eligible.  DCC have never been through such a difficult financial 
period of trying to balance the books but confident we will get through it.  Integrated care system July 
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2022 to encourage those in NHS to work more collaboratively together – going to be challenging trying 
to change years of people’s behaviours. 
Re-opening beds in Okehampton but the problem is getting the staff to operate the building. 
 

• WDBC – Borough Councillor Barry Ratcliffe was not in attendance.  
Planning application changes 2023 (pre-recorded video available from Town Clerk) 

 

• Town Council elections 4th May 2023 – Town Clerk advised of the process and council pre-
election period. 
 

• 20mph limits – Cllr Lee - The Parish must have an active community speed watch in order 
to meet the criteria for our application to be successful.  Volunteers are being sought to help 
form a community speed watch group, and they will be trained by the police (online training 
is also available).  Volunteers will always work in groups of 2-3 persons with a speed gun and 
do not get involved in stopping vehicles or confrontation.  A record of the licence plate for 
offending vehicles will be made and the registered owner will receive a letter from the police. 
 
The intention is to carry out checks between Batheway to Taw Bridge and Cllr Lee asked for 
a show of hands of those present who would be in favour of this route being checked and 
there was a majority show of hands. 
Volunteers should contact the Town Clerk. 
 

3. Public session – 
 

Below is summary of NTTC update and public responses 
 

• Clock Tower canopy collapse – WDBC have instructed NTTC that the canopy must be 
rebuilt or face listing building enforcement proceedings.  NTTC will have £14,000 in reserves 
and the quote for the work is between £17,000 and £20,000.   
 
Q. Is the tower is insured by the council? 
R. The tower is insured but is not covered for wear and tear (rot), which caused this collapse. 
Q. Why wasn’t the rot found when it was inspected prior to cleaning last year? 
R. Despite monthly visual inspections by the Council and a visual inspection by the 

contractor prior to steam cleaning the clock tower last June, the rot was not visible due to 
the painting of the timbers.  The entire structure will be surveyed to identify further areas 
of maintenance and the Council have applied for a certificate of lawfulness to rebuild the 
canopy as this is a Listed Building.  A maintenance programme is being written for all 
council assets which will include a 5 yearly structural survey and financial management 
plan to identify defects in the future and forward plan for maintenance. 

Q. Crowd fund or are there any grants available to help pay for the repairs? 
R. Historic England will not give a grant as the clock tower is not on the ‘endangered historic 

buildings list’.  Denbrook Community Fund cannot give a grant to Local Authorities.  The 
Town Clerk is in the process of applying to National Lottery Heritage fund for £6000.  Other 
options from April include applying to District and County Councillors, crowd funding and 
researching other grant opportunities. 

 

• Public Toilet Market Street – views on maintaining the service for 2024 onwards.  The toilets 
are open and maintained at taxpayers’ expense.  Annual Cost 2023/24 £7,500   

 
“Shocked when I heard Council thinking of closing – it’s the fact they are there to be used 
and give confidence to people to go out knowing they are there” 
 
General comments were in support of maintaining the toilets going forward, no support was 
voiced to consideration of closing the toilets 
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• Redesigning the traffic flow of The Square – is it required, is it supported, should residents 
pay towards any costs if DCC refuse (i.e., feasibility study £3,500) 
 
By redesigning, consideration would be given to widening the pavements and restructuring 
the traffic flow around the square 
 
Can you do something about the speed of the lorries going through by use of speed bumps? 
 
Due to double parking outside post office, it is not safe for people crossing from the carpark 
side 

 
The Council’s Transport Committee are looking at applying for a 7.5t weight limit through the 
town but our rural community and farm tractors and trailers will still have to go through the 
Town and Square 
 
There was no overall support for public funding for redesigning The Square at local taxpayers 
expense 
 

• Dog Exercise Field – Should the Council pursue any options to purchase and maintain a 
dedicated area for dog exercise at taxpayers’ expense. (Purchase cost and annual 
maintenance cost currently undetermined) 
 
Why should the council and taxpayers pay for it, those people that want it should get together 
and fund it themselves? 
 
The amount of dog mess around the town is appalling 
 

 We live in a rural area why do we need a dog exercise field? 
 

Dogs cannot run off the lead due to livestock along the footpaths 
 
other Towns allow dogs off the lead in their park, why don’t we? 
 
Dog owners who do not clean up after their dog now, will not clean up after them in a 
dedicated exercise field 
 
The Town desperately needs more carparking and this should be a priority for the Council 
over providing a dog exercise area 
 
There was no overall support for public funding for a dog exercise area at local taxpayers 
expense 

 

• St Peters Churchyard – The closed Churchyard belongs to the Church but responsibility to 
maintain the entire grounds including the Lych Gate, but not the church building, is the 
responsiblity of the Town Council and paid for by all of the Taxpayers of North Tawton 
(£22,771.00 in 2022/23 = 6% of precept) – Lych Gate requires repair in 2023/24 costing 
£7,500-£10,000. 
 
The PCC have been asked to contribute to the repair of the Lych Gate in order to ease the 
burden on the taxpayers of North Tawon, but have refused stating it is not within their remit 
to do so 
 
Ask the Church to get involved with the community to fund raise to repair the Lych gate 
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Ask Diocese to match fund 
 
The Churchyard is a very important wildlife and wildflower area 
 
The Clerk is researching grant options from other providers, the Town Council has also asked 
WDBC to take over responsibility for the entire closed churchyard, including the Lych Gate, 
from the Town Council – their response is awaited. 

 

• Clock Tower canopy collapse – rebuild and costs approximately £17,000 – should it be 
rebuilt. 

 

• Questions and matters raised from members of the public on any other matters 
 

Denbrook Community Fund have £18,000 money available on annual basis spread over 5 parishes 
and each parish gets a cut of £45,000 based on population of the parish of which North Tawton is the 
biggest parish. 

 
Path into the park shelter is too slippery 

 
Could we have a water fountain in the park 

 
Only 1 piece of land is viable for a public carpark around the town which is the old rugby field Barton 
street  

 
More signage in the park and around town advising to avoid broken glass, food, litter, cigarette ends 

 
Put the Report it Devon link on council website 

 
Kick about area – no better than it was before – supposed to have been 70 tonne grass is not growing 
well 

 
The Town Councillors go above and beyond, all sub-groups, should acknowledge the huge 
contribution the council and clerk make and called for round of applause (received) 

 
Meeting closed 8.55pm 


