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                                    Dickens Heath Parish Council
                  Chairman’s review of the Year 2014/15

This has been another busy year for the Parish Council with a variety of local issues to deal with. As in previous years our main focus has been on enhancing and protecting the quality of our village environment and providing and promoting a wide range of community activities for local residents.
We were particularly pleased to have won a ‘Highly Commended’ award in the Solihull Neighbourhoods in Bloom competition. This is a reflection of the more extensive floral decorations, the bulb planting by the Sea Cadets and the new planters that have been placed around the village, all of which have received positive comments from residents.  The Borough Council has recently agreed to our taking over the management of a number of roundabouts which will provide an opportunity to make them more attractive. 
Complaints have continued to be made regarding the state of the village roads and the environmental works that remain outstanding following the collapse of  Parkridge. These are matters mostly outside our direct control but we have maintained close communication with SMBC and were pleased that the new Chief Executive, having visited us to see the problems first hand, produced a comprehensive action plan. This has been published on our website and we are closely monitoring progress on the various matters within it. 
Another issue arising from the Parkridge situation is the Village Green and Play Area. These are managed by the Dickens Heath Management Company who recover their costs from service charges paid by the residents and business owners around Main Street. We have recently approached the liquidators for Parkridge about the Parish Council acquiring the Village Green in order to achieve local control of its use and find a more equitable basis for recovering the maintenance costs. There’s still a long way to go on this but we are hopeful that they will consider a realistic offer that reflects the planning constraints affecting this amenity area.
Problems with litter and dog waste have also been regularly brought to our attention. Again, we have kept in close touch with SMBC and the Dickens Heath Management Company to deal with this as well as providing our own service through Steve, our new village handyman. We would like to thank those residents who have given their own time to the ‘community litter picks’ that have been organised. With regard to the dog waste we think that much of the problem is caused by just a few offenders in specific locations. We have raised awareness of this through posters, magazine articles etc and hope that offenders will be shamed into acting responsibly. If evidence becomes available against particular individuals we will press for their prosecution.
The issue of new and unfinished local housing developments has been a regular agenda item for us. After so long a period of silence we recently had positive news about Garden Squares. The liquidators for Parkridge have finally put this site out for closed tenders to be returned at the end of March. We are all hoping that a developer’s offer is accepted and work can at last begin. We were however disappointed that SMBC lost its appeal against the phasing of the developments at Braggs Farm and Cleobury Lane. The Parish Council argued strongly and still believes that the early release of these sites would result in unacceptable pressures on the village roads, services and infrastructure. This situation could be made even worse if the two proposed sites in Tidbury Green are finally approved. We will be joining Tidbury Green Parish Council in opposing the development at an Inspectors hearing in April.
There is some compensation however; negotiations with the developers of the Dickens Heath sites have resulted in almost a million pounds contribution (known as section 106 money) for improvements to the village infrastructure. 

Each of our local sites includes a number of dwellings that will be made available at affordable rents through a Housing Association. We feel strongly that preference for these should be given to people in need who live in the Parish. We have had positive discussions about this with the Council and will be working with them to produce a ‘local lettings policy’ in order to achieve this.
The Parish Council has for some time been trying to find a suitable site that could provide leisure, play and recreational facilities for young people. A number of potential opportunities have been considered in the past but found unsuitable for various reasons.  However, we are now well advanced in a joint venture with the Borough Council and the Village School to create such an amenity as part of a larger community project planned to be provided within the school grounds. We will be reporting on how this progresses during the coming months. 
We were recently invited by the Council to attend a Cabinet Members meeting and give views on the new parking restrictions in the village. Having listened to local views and studied the Council’s own consultation exercise we were happy to support the recommendation to make them permanent. We did however gain a promise that officers would look into complaints by any individual household experiencing particularly serious problems as a result of the changes. The meeting also gave us an opportunity to raise awareness about the overall lack of parking provision in the village and ask the Council to consider what action they might take to improve matters.
Moving on to the second area of focus, we are very pleased with the continuing interest shown in the use of the Parish Rooms. We now have a variety of activities taking place including coffee mornings for retired residents. Yoga classes, health and fitness seminars, a guitar cafe, a well established youth club, and a table tennis club. The Pop Choir became so popular they had to move to larger premises! We are also pleased to have held, in partnership with the church, another successful Remembrance Service and Carol Singing session at Xmas.
We occasionally receive requests for financial assistance towards village events and initiatives. This year we were pleased to provided support for Dickens Heath Sports Club, the local Football Club and a poppy display to mark the WW1 anniversary.
I would like to conclude this report with a few general comments. As we all know, this is election year, not just for Parliament and Local Government but for the Parish Council as well. Our application to increase the number of Parish Councillors was approved last year and from May we will comprise seven members instead of five. If there are seven or fewer nominations they will automatically become appointed to form a new Parish Council. If there are more than seven nominees, there will be an election, held at the same time as the national and local government ones. So, it could be ‘all change’ come May! Whatever happens I feel confident that the new Council will start with a strong financial position, positive and constructive relationships with partner agencies and excellent staff support.
In order to give the new team a positive start we will shortly be carrying out a Village Survey to establish residents’ views and priorities. It is intended that the results will form a basis for the PC’s focus and spending priorities. 

We believe that these can only have a legitimate basis if they reflect the views of a representative cross section of our community and not just a vocal few! Please help us by completing the survey, by paper or on-line.
Lastly, I would like to thank fellow councillors for their contribution and support during the year and equally to the village residents who attend our monthly meetings to raise matters of interest and concern. Your involvement gives us valuable knowledge about residents’ priorities and is much appreciated.
Philip Brandum

Chairman  DHPC

