
End of year report from the Chair of Littlehempston Parish Council

I know it’s a trifle unorthodox to do this at the start of a report rather than the end but I do want to 
say a huge thank you to everyone who has helped the Littlehempston Parish Council operate so 
effectively over the past twelve months. I’m aware that in many ways this has been one of the most 
difficult periods we have experienced for a very long time but we have got through it and I feel the 
council is in a stronger and more effective place than it has been for several years.

It doesn’t need me to spell out that the major concern we have had to face has been the travellers 
who appeared in the heart of our community last June. Initially, I had serious doubts there would 
ever be a satisfactory outcome, and frankly early dealings with those responsible for their welfare 
were nothing short of highly unsatisfactory. It is absolutely clear that there is no coherent policy of 
how to handle unwanted travelling communities, but rather a policy of tolerance and “working 
around them”. It is also clear an element of friction between various local authorities runs deep - and
it seems too easy for one group to attack the other for the lack of provision of suitable sites, while at 
the same time claiming nothing must be done which could be seen as infringing human rights.

Having said that, we were extremely lucky to have the full blooded support and incisive guidance 
from South Hams Enforcement Team, and particularly Heather Nesbitt. Not only was she extremely 
helpful in supporting us, but she regularly attended our meetings, and even on one occasion by 
Skype while away on holiday. I am sure it was the knowledge how determined she was to see an end 
to the illegal occupation of the A381 site that eventually led to full legal court proceedings 
happening. I am also grateful to our local MP, Sarah Wollaston, for her direct involvement, letters and
conversations with those who mattered and her overt support and advice in face to face meetings 
with the Parish Council.

One noticeable thing that came out of the whole travellers’ problem was the way it drew our village 
community together. Several residents were deeply affected by the presence of the camp - but it was
also interesting to see how the occupation led to significant increases in attendance at our meetings 
by dozens of villagers - and people seemed to feel the Parish Council had a real role in their lives and 
sorting out problems. We owe much to Cllr Mark Eyers for his constant close monitoring of the 
situation, and the extremely useful tabs he kept on the so called Boulders Gate and the Bourton Lane
site.

We still have a confusing and unsatisfactory situation there which seems to have baffled all the 
authorities. It was unsettling to hear that the local council seemed unaware of what legal decisions 
had already been made about the site - and when made aware they seemed to have no intention 
about acting on them. But to look on the positive side, thank to Mark's efforts and his meetings with 
the Traveller and Gypsy liaison group at Devon County Council, we now know exactly who is there, 
which will put us in a strong position if the group grows. I would also like to say that is seemed a very 
positive move to invite the residents of Bourton Lane to our meeting and begin a dialogue with 
them. It was at that meeting they disclosed that they would consider a move if a suitable site was 
found. But however much we try to look on the bright side, there simply doesn’t seem the likelihood 
of any resolution to their presence in the near future.

Another positive element this year, I feel, has been the meeting between the parish councillors and 
Devon County Council Highways and Engineering Departments. A site meeting in the middle of the 



village to discuss flood prevention led to immediate removal of some physical obstructions in the 
river, a new system of signage to warn about floods and the chance to discuss future flood 
prevention measures. This is clearly an ongoing major issue for the community but we now know 
who to talk to – and how far they are prepared to go to help. It is extremely useful to have Cllr Viv 
Whybrow on the spot and able to guide and advise on the problem from a personal involvement 
point of view. It was with great relief that no property was inundated this winter despite the 
torrential rain. The field drains seem to be operating as designed - and damage to them has been 
swiftly repaired. In addition, it is very reassuring to have three new flood wardens, spread 
throughout the village, volunteer to keep an eye on any floodwater threats.

Elsewhere in the village we lost our highly efficient lengsthman early in the year - but were more 
than satisfied to find a new one in the form of John Todd.  He has worked extremely hard to keep 
drains and buddle holes operational and clear and always acts swiftly when notified of problems. His 
funding through co-operation with neighbouring parishes has worked well, and we are very grateful. 
Thanks are due also to the ever vigilant Mike and Mo Wright who are responsible for our footpaths 
throughout the parish. From finding money to mend field gates, to tackling farmers on overgrown 
paths, they have done much to enhance the appearance of and access to the village. Sometimes it is 
the smaller matters that improve or preserve the appearance and nature of our village. Persuading a 
large transport firm to remove its unauthorised posters from our bus shelters, or a storage firm to 
get rid of ugly and dangerous warning signs from our verges have been recent examples. And during 
the year we have managed to get the local authorities to remove three abandoned or burned out 
cars from the side of the road.

Talking of access to Littlehempston, we have since last May welcomed Bob the Bus to the village for 
the first time on a regular basis on Mondays and Wednesday. Numbers have been small - just 82 
passenger journeys during the first eight months and that number isn’t increasing. It probably means
as a council we were right not to commit financial support to the service, but I feel we should still 
fight to preserve it.

This year has seen major changes to the composition of the Parish Council. In the Autumn, our chair, 
Roger Miller resigned, ending a decades long connection with the PC. We are hugely grateful for his 
contributions over many, many years, and his intimate knowledge of the village, its geography and 
landowners and how previous problems had been handled. We are fortunate that he is still a 
resident and therefore available for advice and context on an ad hoc basis. Cllr Donna McCann also 
resigned through pressure of work. Again many thanks to her for her ability to act as unofficial eyes 
and ears of the village when problems arose, and again we hope this is a role she will continue to 
perform as and when needed. The changes have meant a new Chair and I am happy to fulfil that role 
for another year if the councillors are happy with that.

We were exceptionally lucky that the two vacancies were swiftly filled by Anna Ash and Jon Morris 
who from the start have brought energy and commitment to the council. We have introduced a 
system of specific responsibilities for councillors recently, with Viv Whybrow looking after flooding 
matters, Mark Eyers responsible for travellers, Jon Morris advising on IT and communications, Anna 
Ash on Emergency Planning and I will be keeping an eye on highways matters.

As evidence that as a council we are taking on board the increasing amount of complicated 
legislation and responsibilities, the two new councillors have attended sessions on their roles; the 



Clerk has attended a variety of essential courses and as the new Chair I shall be attending a day long 
course next month. Additionally, Cllr Eyers attended a county court hearing about the eviction of 
travellers which has brought this crucial knowledge up to date.

I’m sure we are all conscious of the extraordinary amount of effort our new Clerk has put in to her 
role with the Parish Council. Sue Wellum has proved a life saver for us over the past year and frankly 
given us more time and guidance than we had the right to expect. We are hugely grateful for all her 
hard work, determination to absorb and adapt many hefty local government documents and her 
sheer commitment to her role as Clerk. Her approach to bringing the council into the 21st century 
with IT is particularly welcome. We are extremely lucky to have her help and advice and her 
impressive ability to find solutions. Financially we head into the new year on a sound basis, which 
will still need a close eye kept on expenditure. We decided to make a minimum increase in our 
portion of the council tax precept for only the second time in twelve years, and it seems likely this 
regular small increase will be the best way of protecting our finances.

Finally, my personal thanks go out to our county councillor Rose Rowe, to our District Councillor 
Trevor Pennington and to all you as the parish councillors who so willingly give their time, help and 
advice. I am very grateful for your support throughout the year.

Gerald Hine-Haycock
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