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A SENSE OF COMMUNITY
What is the Society?  What do we do?  Who are we?  Do we have any function that the Parish Council and other local bodies don’t provide?  Have we outlived our usefulness?  Such questions might be underlined by the undeservedly sparse turnout to our AGM on 22 April, but would be refuted by a list of the Society’s achievements recently and over the years.  Perhaps after 49 years we have blended into the metaphorical woodwork of the village and we need to reassert our usefulness.  We are an ‘amenity’ society, a word which encapsulates pleasantness, and our constitution requires us ‘to protect and conserve the natural and built environment of Hurstpierpoint and the surrounding area’, and ‘to support practically and financially other appropriate charities or bodies’.  Hence, in the words of our publicity leaflet the Society ‘encourages the active and ever changing commerce in the High Street while seeking to support the vibrant community and retain and enhance the peaceful countryside which surrounds the village’.

This has involved us both in seeking to retain and enhance the essence of a village in Hurstpierpoint, with all that implies, in offering a friendly hand to newcomers, commenting on planning applications, supporting the conservation areas, sustaining health and other services and giving aid where other bodies need help.  Also to muster every means of protest in trying to ward off excessive government housing totals imposed on the surrounding countryside. (Members turned out in force in the 700 strong protest march on 16 March).

Some projects undertaken by the Society have had a long incubation period, e.g. Professor Molly Mahood’s Footpath Map launched with a flourish in June 2001 (succeeding previous versions in 1970 and 1986).  Others have ‘branched off’ after initial impetus from the Society, and I think we could claim Michael Nailard’s Biodiversity Survey in this category, whilst the Conservation Booklet under Maxine Tyler’s direction has had a speedier progress and is approaching finality.  This will hopefully prove to be a source of helpful knowledge and inspiration to all living in conservation areas.  We also strongly supported Jackie Milton and Sheilagh Wadman in their protests over the proposed new development west of Orchard Way.  MSDC took little notice of our suggestions, while Persimmon rode roughshod over the examiner’s proposals.  The original 30 houses became 50, and finally 65 under Persimmon’s threat of an appeal to build 80 plus.

The slowdown in building new homes due to ‘unprecedented conditions in the mortgage market’ (The Times, 25 April 2008) has come too late to save the area west of Orchard Way from development, but the purchase by the society of the Ladies Walk woodland may have delayed village expansion into that area of open countryside.  £10,000 was raised from concerned members to purchase this strip and was quickly repaid.

Thus the Society strives to retain and enhance the ‘pleasant’ aspects of the village in its setting in the verdant Weald, to support new build in affordable housing for those born locally, and to try through all legal means to keep unjustifiable inward migration at bay. In this we only mirror the majority sentiment of the village.

THE AGM, TUESDAY 22 APRIL
Despite the lure of an update by David Sawyer from the South Downs Society on the proposed National Park fewer people than usual came to the AGM.  This was a pity as our retiring chairman, Maxine Tyler, had prepared a comprehensive report on the Society’s activities, and especially on the recurring threat for the village to be submerged under imposed new housing.  Some growth is inevitable and desirable, but the chairman emphasized ‘we can have a say in how the village accommodates modest, incremental growth, following the traditional pattern of development in rural settlements’.  (This provides a focus of attraction in exploring country settlements where the oldest element will be found in the centre, frequently clustered next to the church, to which the locals could retreat in times of siege or famine.  Spreading to the fringes are traces of the architecture of the following ages, culminating at the perimeter with the buildings of the last one hundred years, a fabric we would hope our descendants can substantially inherit. Ed.)

More positively the Society has worked with the Parish Council to secure the listing of St George’s Church, now faced with closure, and has worked with the Community Partnership on the ever-present subjects of traffic, parking and co-incidentally signage, where a substantial budget will become available to implement their eventual conclusions.  Committee members have walked the three conservation areas – the High Street and top of Cuckfield Road, Hurst Wickham and Langton Lane – and have made some suggestions.  (Langton Lane will benefit in due course from some trees to filter the newly built houses).  

Despite numerous approaches no candidate has come forward to take over the chairmanship of the society so Maxine is prepared to act as vice chairman until the post of chairman is filled.  

The Treasurer, Patrick Haworth, presented the accounts and highlighted several issues with his notes.  Subscriptions and donations included £400 to help defray some of the expenses in putting up the very successful owl boxes early last year.  Although ending the year with a deficit (£680) this was after a conscious decision to spend part of the reserves on suitable projects.  Barry Budibent has taken over as Examiner of Accounts and was appointed for 2008.  The accounts were unanimously adopted.

The election of officers and committee was as follows:

Patron:


Mrs Judy Parfitt

President:

Lady Barnes

Vice Presidents:

Mr Geoffrey Bowles and Mrs Wendy Rogers

Chairman:

No nominations.  Mrs Maxine Tyler agreed to act as vice chairman

Hon. Treasurer:

Mr Patrick Haworth

Hon. Examiner of 

  Accounts:

Mr Barry Budibent

Clerk:


Mr Andrew Hair (employed by the Society)

Committee:

Mr Michael Nailard


Mrs Rosalind Mead




Mrs Verity Calder


Mrs Jackie Milton




Mr Gordon Edridge


Mrs Sheilagh Wadman




Mrs Jo Kaddish



Mr Roy Dagger

David Sawyer’s illustrated talk on the closely associated subjects of the South Downs Society and the proposed National Park ranged widely.  The Downs have been settled since Neolithic times; evidence can be seen of successive occupations in hill forts, farmstead sites, burial mounds and in farms, manors and churches.  Their character owes much to the large scale pasturing of sheep from the 14th Century until the 1930’s.  Food shortages in the Second World War brought radical changes; large areas were ploughed up to grow cereals, made possible by the spreading of artificial fertilizer on the very thin and chalky soil.  Earlier public-spirited local citizens, alarmed at what seemed the piecemeal subdivision of prime areas to provide land for soldiers returning from the Great War, had banded together to raise prodigious sums of money to buy up the areas of greatest scenic attraction.  The Society now organizes a programme of walks, at least 2 a week, long and shorter, with transport provided to and from the starting point, and examines planning applications to maintain where possible the character of the landscape.  Here their activities parallel very closely what we hope will be the objects of the National Park and that some of the experienced local people will be called upon to manage its direction.  An appeal has recently been held against the limiting of the Park area to the chalk downland, thus excluding the Western Weald, Lewes and Ditchling.  The verdict will be known in November.  Then it is time to move forward to making the Park a reality.

CORE STRATEGY DOCUMENT JANUARY 2008
5,500 responses over the whole area were received by the MSDC in response to this document; they are now being analysed and should be on the net by June.  Now the Council is undertaking a district-wide survey on general facilities in the realms of transport, water and flooding (not schooling or health).  There is a backlog of people applying for a water meter (rising water rates perhaps?) so there is a waiting list.  

The Rural Issues Background Paper (the rural part of the Core Strategy specifically concerning villages) has interesting proposals.  Sites of 1-5 dwellings would be forced to contribute financially to affordable homes, and 6 or more would include 35% of such housing.  Together with the new Tariff system for infrastructure, small sites would make a worthwhile contribution to the needs of the village.  This would effectively avoid having large-scale development imposed in rural areas.  1000 houses are already building in the 30 rural villages; another 1000 have been allocated there in the planning period.  The Society proposes to take a full part in this consultation.

FEDERATION OF SUSSEX AMENITY SOCIETIES AGM MONDAY 12 MAY
Those attending the AGM began proceedings by observing a minute’s silence as a mark of respect for the death of Brian Horsley, the former chairman of the Federation.   He died in September 2007, and his position has not yet been filled.  Although over 80 Amenity Societies in East and West Sussex are listed as members, attendance at the Haywards Heath Meeting, even with a bargain but delicious supper provided, was under 40, and that included office bearers and committee.  ‘The Federation has been looking into the needs and expectations of Societies and how best the Executive can fulfil these in the future’ writes Mrs Wendy Rogers in the March 2008 Newsletter.  To this end a questionnaire was sent out to every Society last autumn asking for answers that would help FSAS to fulfil the requirements of the members.  Many of these groups seem to be experiencing similar problems.  The enthusiastic committee members of 10 or 20 years ago are withdrawing understandably and the newly retired, released from the daily grind, are taking off for travel, sport, or whatever, and infrequently offer themselves for voluntary community service.  

FSAS serves a purpose as an overarching umbrella group that carries greater weight in planning and other matters because of its numerous constituents, and provides the benefit of Group Insurance.  As regards its future role there was need for its considerable expertise in monitoring legislation, planning and the changes in Local Government practice.  At least one volunteer, already a busy woman, was enticed to attend the next meeting of the executive, which has recently welcomed Jacquetta Fewster and Steve Wilcox, representing the South Downs and Lindfield Societies respectively. 

HURSTPIERPOINT & SAYERS COMMON ANNUAL PARISH MEETING TUESDAY 20 MAY
Considerably fewer people attended this meeting than came to the Core Strategy meeting on 4 March.  Those present had a mixed diet of standard AGM matters plus a review of police operations and Community Partnership reports on the Draft Transport Plan and the proposed Willow Tree Hub.  In his survey Inspector Marcus Potter explained that the larger area for policing from Burgess Hill stretched from the outskirts of Brighton up to Slaugham, with a population of 45,000 overseen by a police team of about 40, but our immediate neighbourhood comprises Hurstpierpoint, Albourne, Sayers Common, Pyecombe and Fulking, looked after by about 8 officers.  There has been a 17% reduction in crime (which largely gravitates to the bigger centres of Burgess Hill, Crawley and Brighton) but considerable concern was expressed that some released prisoners from Lewes were being housed in Willow Way.  MDSC Councillor Susanna Kemp volunteered to pursue this with the Prison Allocation Officer.

John Wilkinson reviewed progress and possible options for the Transport and Signage sub-group of the Community Partnership.  Their brief was to produce practical proposals to be put to the District and County Councils cataloguing major concerns, but to avoid creating more problems by solving some.  There was a possibility of establishing a recognized parking bay for delivery vehicles outside the New Inn, and for limiting waiting times in the High Street to as little as 20 or 30 minutes, thus encouraging a much speedier turn round.  Chevron parking on green-crete surfaces either side of the roadway alongside the school in Trinity Road would probably double the capacity for teachers’ parking and release the spaces presently occupied by teachers in the long-stay section of Trinity Road car park.  Chevron parking in South Avenue, speed management with a possible reduction to 20 mph in the High Street, attractive gateway entrances on the major roads and uniform signage to car parks and main buildings could also be considered.  It was hoped to present a draft plan by June 2008 to be adopted by the Parish Council, with funds becoming available to execute it in 2 or 3 years.

Michel Olszewski outlined the case and the proposals for the Willow Tree Hub.  Formerly there would have been long-established family linkages in the village with support available for those facing hard times.  Now new families have moved into the area, their connections are elsewhere, with no knowledge of sources of help.  399 people were in social housing in the village, 355 were receiving council tax benefit, 80 households were on full income support with 246 children in social housing, while there were 61 single parent families.  Faced with this amount of rural deprivation and the relative distance from village shopping if one is short of cash or transport, the Community Partnership’s aim of setting up an all day café, with advice and support from 2 qualified social workers, seems a very sound idea.  It was envisaged that the café, run by a manager and local people, who would thus gain a sense of ownership, would provide a breakfast and lunch club and a drop in centre acting as a base for Citizens Advice, Financial and other services. It could possibly provide the impetus for setting up a Credit Union, helping people to escape the horrendous interest rates that are their only other alternatives.  A business plan has been drawn up, the café would be self-financing, and be built on land already donated by the Downlands Housing Trust.  The project has the support of the local Councils, Sussex Enterprise and the University of Brighton.  It would provide Internet access and could be used as a virtual shop to order goods from the village, thus assisting the local economy.  The target for its launch is March 2010. 

PLANNING/LICENSING
Local district councillors have been flabbergasted to learn that they are unable to prevent the licensing of the Beechdown Festival to be held from Thursday 21 August to Tuesday 26 August on a farm alongside, and 10 metres away from, the Devil’s Dyke.  10,000 rising to 15,000 people are expected, being charged £15 to park, or £10 to go and come away.  It is proposed to park 3,500 cars on the field next to the Dyke, and when that is full a Park and Ride service will be provided from Hickstead Showground.  One bridleway will have to be closed, horse riding restricted, and all the usual pastimes pursued by those visiting the Downs or the Devil’s Dyke Hotel over the Bank Holiday. More seriously the use of the Saddlescombe Road as an alternative to the A23 in the case of accident will be obstructed.  This license contravenes both the Countryside & Rights of Way Act at a protected site (chap.37 part 4) where conserving natural beauty takes priority. Also an EU Directive (92/43/EEC 21 May 1992) concerning a listed site of community importance, where such a project is likely to have a significant effect shall be subject to appropriate assessment of its implications in view of the site’s conservation (my emphasis, Ed.) objective. The licensing law overrides other directives unless the protection of children is involved.  The outcome could be chaos!

HURSTPIERPOINT (CUCKFIELD ROAD) PUMPING STATION
Contrary to a recent report in the Mid-Sussex Times, there is strong resistance to the unlicensed operation (the importing, storing and crushing of waste material – hardcore and soils) that has been continuing for the past 18 months on this site.  ‘Hopefully’ states Christopher Maidment ‘the WSCC will not only refuse the application, as there is already an adequate recycling provision at Newtimber Quarry’, but it will also take enforcement action to stop this operation as the inert waste can only be adding to the pollution of Herrings Stream, highlighted by the Environment Agency’s report (October 2007).

TELECOMMUNICATIONS MAST, LITTLEPARK FARM
Plans for a 17.5m high mast with a compound for ancillary equipment had regrettably been approved by the Parish Council.  Maxine will write to the MSDC expressing our objection to the plan and, in particular, to the siting.  The mast should at the very least be east of the path, clustered with the existing mast, further out of sight from Littlepark and disguised as a tree.

POST OFFICE CASHPOINT
Installation of a cash point machine into the Post Office shop front was favoured by the Society providing it was not going to affect the early 1950’s post box.

SATELLITE DISHES
Five properties within the Conservation Area at the top of Cuckfield Road have very visible satellite dishes.  The District Planning Investigations Officer is to pay a site visit.

ALBOURNE ROAD ROUNDABOUT/T JUNCTION
The roundabout/junction works are still ongoing.  Persimmon and the County Council have £33,500 pledged by Steven King to reinstate the junction.

VILLAGE MATTERS

ST LAWRENCE FAIR AND THE COMMUNITY RESPONDERS’ CALENDAR
The vote organised by Jackie Milton to choose a suitable photo for the month of May has been won narrowly by Cards Place.  The calendar will be the star attraction on the Society’s stand at the St Lawrence Fair on 5 July.  It was hoped that some collectors might be willing to sell copies in the course of delivering the September Newsletter.

PEACOCKS

Still no final resolution.  Attempts to catch the peahens in a net by putting out a single source of food were foiled because those who favoured them supplied alternate food caches.  (The peacocks could not be caught until they moulted their tail feathers.)  One bird had been killed and one rehoused, but the Parish Office wanted closure as they were an environmental pest.  (Surely a case for ‘Ealth & Safety! Ed.)

REDUCTION OF OAK TREE IN SCHOOL FIELD

Neighbours who overlook the village school field were aghast to see tree surgeons reducing this beautiful tree to a major extent during the half-term holiday.  When the reason was sought it was said that decay had been found and a falling branch might have caused serious injury.  The shape of the tree has been very well retained, and it is to be hoped that it will recover in the not too distant future.  However local consternation could have been greatly allayed if some prior notification to the neighbours had been given. 

MEMBERS – Your financial support and interest are very much appreciated but could you give a little support in another way?  We need additional volunteers to distribute the newsletters and collect subscriptions.  This is not an onerous task, does not have tight time constraints and involves only an hour or two of your time, three times a year.  Moreover of course the more willing hands the less for each individual to do.  If you could take on perhaps 12-15 houses/flats in your area please call Verity Calder on 01273 833463 (or Rosalind Mead on 01273 832396).
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