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Minutes of a Meeting of the Greenham and Crookham Commons Commission
Held on 19th May 2011 in the McCartney Room, Little Foxhold House, Crookham Common, Thatcham, Berkshire RG19 8EL
Present: Chris Austin (Chairman), Simon Barnett (Countryside Officer, West Berks Council), Sheila Ellison (Thatcham Town Council), Paul Hendry (Countryside West Berks Council),Bob Milton (S&RA),    Derek Cutt,  John Gale, Ken Neal, Chris Tufnell (Commoners)

All those present and in attendance will be referred to by initials in these Minutes

In Attendance: Melanie Hurdley (Clerk)
1. Apologies
Janice Bridger, Ed Cooper, Derek Emes, Tony Ferguson, Frank Huxtable, John Thorogood, Michael Wilde.

2. Public Questions
There were none.  Concern was expressed that notification of late change of venue of the meeting might not have reached the public (and see 3. below for action regarding the website).  Action: there is little that can be done when venue changes are very late but it was agreed that notice of the meetings would be posted on the notice board at Market Street and on the Pyle Hill board.  PH will arrange for the meetings to be advertised on the Council’s Countryside webpage.
3. Feedback from the Clerk
MH reported that she had met Teresa Newson to discuss updating the website and had concluded that she did not feel it appropriate to take the task on.  PH has exchanged e-mails with Stuart Tagg of the Greenham Common Trust who has agreed that the Trust will maintain and update the website.  CA reported that he had recently paid for renewal of the domain names for which the Council will reimburse him.  DC said that the Minutes should be posted on the website in a form which prevented tampering.  Action: MH will agree a system for providing the relevant person at the Trust with notice of meetings (including agenda  when prepared), minutes of the Commission and other meetings (as appropriate) and links to the Conservation Volunteers and any relevant Council maintained websites so that the website can be kept current.

MH asked whether she was required to take minutes of any meetings of committees of the Commission e.g. the Grazing Committee.  Action:  It was agreed that any such minutes would be sent to her and that she would be notified if she was required to attend any meetings and draft minutes herself.
4. Minutes of the last Meeting
These were approved as drafted subject to correction of a numbering error on p.5 and insertion of the word “not”   in point 6 para. 9  p.3.  The draft minutes were initialled as so approved by CA.  Action: MH will prepare and send the minutes to CA for signature and return to her.
5. Matters Arising
There were none.

6. Review of the Commission’s Action Plan
PH has drafted a letter to ProLogis asking them to moderate the lighting on their site.  CT said that the lights are intrusive in Winter  in particular.  They are fixed too high and shine over the containers and onto the common.  PH will take some photographs to show the problems.   The lights blind cyclists and walkers and are a hazard.  BM suggested that the tone of the letter be straightforward and that mention be made of the fact that the common is an SSI.  DC referred to “A Guide to Good Practice in Rural Lighting” and another similar publication by English Nature, both of which may contain useful material.  Action:PH will review the draft.  MH offered to assist with this and send the letter out.
PH reported that he and BM had inspected the gates about which concerns have been raised.  There are a number of issues, for example the gate near the Control Tower allows access but no egress for disabled users.  The gate also offers a considerable barrier to equestrian users as the gate post can catch on the reins.  CA referred to a particular type of catch used at Moor Copse Nature Reserve (BBOWT) which is appears to work well.

PH referred to the new gate at Pigeon’s Farm which is totally unsuitable and will be removed and replaced with something more appropriate.  This was installed at the same time as the new crossing was constructed.  The crossing appears to be DDA compliant but not the gate.  PH commented that the old gate (further East) near the new one should be removed as it was on a bend.  PH will trial hydraulic gate mechanisms and if they are found to offer advantages will be considered for this site subject to funding.  Funding may be available from Natural England.  CA suggested that gates nearest car parks be fitted with new catches first.  .  BM emphasised the importance of compliance with the law regarding access for the disabled which applies to new and replacement gates.  CA and SE asked about the cost implication of compliance.  BM advised that the law requires due regard to be had to all the circumstances of any particular gateway.  

PH noted that, as requested at a previous meeting, he has removed all the completed “green” actions from the plan.

PH reported that Annette Thomas has returned to work after maternity leave and is looking at the question of the sale of excess Commoner’s rights.  She is currently taking the advice of the head of the Council’s legal department on what constitutes a “surplus right” and will report in due course.

SB reported that the Grazing Regulations were still with the Planning Inspectorate (PINS) for approval but hat nothing had been heard.  PH will impose a deadline of 30th June for a response from PINS, then he would chase the issue again.

The access regulations (general and vehicle) were discussed.  This issue is stalled.  CA was authorised by a previous meeting to approve the final form of these regulations without further reference to the Commission.  BM emphasised the importance of compliance with the law regarding disabled access.   The outstanding points are:-

a. The word “Public” should be inserted into the title of the general access regs;

b. PH will check whether the regs. are byelaws requiring Council approval (affecting the ability to enforce them by prosecution before the magistrates court);

c. PH will tidy up the awkward wording  in the vehicle use regs in the 3 sections which do not have their direct origin in CROW;

d. The vehicle regs will be numbered;

e. The word “ground” to be inserted in the draft reg. referring to the “nesting bird season”; 

f. A map will be appended to the access regs showing the tracks. 

A vote was taken approving the regulations as drafted subject to the points set out above.  The Council will be asked to “upgrade” them if necessary/appropriate.  Action: PH will attend to a.-d. above and to the issue of the legal nature of the regs. When this has been done, CA and TF will give the regulations final approval as already authorised.
PH reported that the verges had been cut and this will be repeated Aug/Sept.  CA and PH agreed that the cut should be shorter.  Once cut shorter the Rangers have machinery which could cope with ongoing maintenance.  Discussion followed as to the best length of cut.  JG said he was happy for it to be cut low.  KN feels that it should be longer.  CA suggested that the matter be kept on the Action Plan and marked for review in a year’s time. Action: SB will instruct the contractors to cut to 2ft.  on the next occasion, then there will be a review.
On the issue of fencing, PH reported that letters to all properties bordering the Commons would be sent soon.  This will be followed by the inspection walk.  It was agreed that the Common boundary would be divided into sections for inspection.  BM commented that the border was complex.  CA said that the original fence was erected at no cost to the neighbouring property but, in principle, it was their duty to maintain it.  PH agreed with that analysis but as a matter of practice, the council will do the repairs.  His aim is to get neighbours to be “good citizens” and report damage/decay promptly.  SB noted that there was a variety of different fencing, some not standard stock fencing which the neighbouring properties had erected themselves. BM said that encroachment was an issue. Action: PH will set an early date for the walk and notify participants.

 DC said that the painting of waymarkers was not on the Conservation Volunteers plan.  PH confirmed that it should be.

SB put up a map of the Commons and confirmed that it would, when finished, show the Crookham “extension” area.CA said that a map with a grid for the use of graziers etc. would be very useful as points requiring attention could be identified readily.  PH agreed.  Action: PH will have a new map produced with grid lines.
PH reported that the fixed point photographs would be taken soon.  Catherine Hooper will be starting in June (she is a suitably qualified student).

SB has contacted an expert in gorse burning from Cornwall.  He and a colleague will advise and assist on the question and his conclusions will be available for the commission meeting in July.  CA and PH agreed that the Grazing Committee should meet him.  Action: PH will arrange the meeting.

7. Update from the Planning Committee
There was nothing to report.

8. Access Regulations
See above.

9. Update from the Grazing Committee

KN and CA said that action was being taken in response to public concern at the condition of some cattle.  Emma Dow, a DEFRA vet, has visited the commons and identified cows suckling calves over Winter as a cause for concern, with which PH and the graziers agree.  SB reported that DEFRA veterinary inspection would be ongoing to monitor stock condition.  There was wide ranging discussion on grazing-related topics.  CA pointed out that when the Grazing Regulations are approved, it will be forbidden to feed stock on the commons except under extreme weather conditions.  Regular supplementary feeding is prohibited.  There is an inherent tension between animal welfare and conservation.  PH’s view is that the common is over grazed but he appreciates the difficulties faced by graziers because the grazing area has been diminished by the proliferation of gorse.  Mrs.Luperkine feeds her cattle on the common and drives other stock off whilst hers eat.  There was general discussion of the position of Mrs.Luperkine who appears not to observe the same rules as other graziers.  This lady “borrows” the grazing rights of Foxhold Farm.  It is believed that she has lost the alternative grazing which she had and is now solely reliant on the common grazing which is leading to problems with  Winter feeding and over-grazing.  PH recommended that the Grazing Committee meet Mrs.Luperkine and resolve the problems before the next season.  BM expressed concern for animal welfare in hard weather.    KN confirmed that grazing conditions are changing and SE said that the commissioners must react to this constructively.  PH has agreed with Emma Dow that she will visit again and assess the maximum number of cattle which should be grazed and advise on management criteria for dealing with the way forward.  SB will be responsible for this issue.  As a veterinary surgeon, CT will join in the assessment of stock condition.  PH welcomed his participation.  Action: SB will liaise with the Grazing Committee, a meeting with Mrs.Luberkine will be arranged and the concerns regarding stocking levels/over-grazing will be kept under review with the involvement of Emma Dow.

10. Report from the Management Plan Committee
SB circulated the status plan (produced by DC whose input was complimented).  The Committee will meet tomorrow.

The question of the surface of tracks was discussed in detail.  PH reported that there was £50K (approx.) from developers which was available to pay for upgrading track surfaces from the Control Tower to the Crookham (old Thornford Road) gate.  New surfaces were previously applied to the tracks from Pyle Hill to Venture West and from Pyle Hill to the gate by the Control Tower.  This surface was finished using a sprayed tarmaccadam.

Paul explained that the track construction planned this year may not be bound in the same way.  WBC engineers are proposing a trail surfacing which is bound only with limestone dust (or similar).  Although the appearance of this new surface was approved, there are doubts about its longevity.  PH feels that it may be necessary to use tarmac in the rolled surface for durability.  SE liked the rustic appearance of the tracks and CA, despite initial misgivings, was in favour of the surface.  

11.  Report from the Conservation Volunteers
DC reported that fly tipping had been removed and scrub bashed around an informal parking area.  In April, there were 9 volunteers working on the commons.  The sleeper bridge at Aldernbridge Gully had been widened.  A bench overlooking the wetland area has been installed.  Discussion followed about the best and most secure way of inscribing or marking the bench but no conclusion was reached.

12.  News from the Commons
SB reported that Adrian Wallington and some volunteers had trapped newts and that lapwing numbers and survival rates are being monitored.  SE commented that crow control would assist lapwing numbers and asked why some humane control of crow numbers could not be carried out.  Debate followed with SB emphasising that a balance had to be struck between species.  SE felt strongly that crows should be controlled – only 6 out of 60 lapwings survived last year.

SB reported that the heathland restoration works which commenced last year will be continued at Crookham this year.  Full consultation is being carried out with the public by BBOWT.  A public walk is planned for 18th  September.  This will give the public the chance to see the works carried out last year and also to be informed of future work.  CA pointed out that this clashed with the Royal County of Berkshire Show.  PH stated that this was the only available date.  

SB reported that this parcel of land (which is not fenced and is therefore separate from the rest of the Common) will be subject to a s38 fencing application with the relevant documents being sent to the Secretary of State for determination.  The intention is for it to eventually be managed as one grazing unit with the rest of Greenham and Crookham Common.  It is possible however that it may have to be fenced separately.  The outcome will be dependant on public consultation.  PH explained the position of the Open Spaces Society, they are a statutory consultee and will not support fencing, at best they will agree not to object.  KN preferred to retain the fencing round this compartment, therefore separate from the rest of the Common as it keeps cattle off the road.  The s38 application is not envisaged until next year at the earliest and that there is a statutory process to follow.

CT noted that signs asking people to keep dogs on leads had been torn down and suggested the possibility that a newsletter “from the Commons” might  explain  management decisions and make people feel more involved with the commons and therefore less likely to take this kind of action.  
13. Any Other Business
It was agreed that the room at Foxhold was convenient for everyone and a good venue for future meetings.  Action:  The room will be booked for all meetings of the Commissioners in future and PH will arrange for payment for the hire.
14. Date of Next Meeting
17th August (AGM).  The meeting after that will be on 17th November.

19th May 2011
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