
 

 

Minutes of meeting of Coquetdale Cluster held on Thursday 12th September 2019  commencing 7.30pm in 
the Dovecote Room,  Jubilee Institute, Rothbury 
 
30.1  Introduction and welcome   
J Famelton, C France, R Murfin, K Bell, I Webb, J Barton, I Hedley, A Arkle, G Sanderson, S Bridgett,  
A Winlow, C Miller 
 
30.2 Apologies for absence 
J Radgick, Inspector J Swan 
 
G Sanderson present and spoke about the dangerous stretch of A1 dual carriageway from Alnwick South,  
with junctions not particularly well laid out, and which several serious vehicle incidents had occurred in 
recent years - consequently a meeting had been arranged with Highways England.  Discussions were taking 
place as regards Parish Council’s taking over responsibility for public conveniences, and funding would be 
spent on the buildings prior to any transfer.   Having being a wet, warm and windy season, problems had 
been encountered with weed killing, and outstanding areas of concern should be reported to County 
Council.  A Steering group had been formed to discuss climate change, with a draft action plan to be 
available later in the year which would lay out the proposed actions over the next three years to reduce 
carbon omissions.  This would include a glass recycling pilot scheme, and increasing electric vehicle 
charging points.  63,000 potholes had been fixed in one year, with more attended to through structural 
patching methods.  It is accepted there are still woeful areas in the county and funding is to be sought for 
this, however it would take millions to make a difference on unclassified roads.  County Cllr Bridgett 
commented there was not a single request on the Local Transport Plan 2020-2021 for any resurfacing 
works.  There were two options for the road at Weldon Bridge, temporary repairs, or for it to be sorted out 
properly with an approach made to the Department of Transport for subsidence money which would cost 
millions.   Resurfacing works to commence 16/9/19 on Thropton to Flotterton road, then Hepple to Hepple 
Woodside Bridge, and works between Thropton and Rothbury scheduled for October which would not 
result in a full road closure.  It was accepted County Council  were not good enough with responding to 
pothole reports made through their web-site, and a better system is to be introduced over the Winter.  
Overhanging branches/hedging problematic on roadsides, G Sanderson explained the problems are often 
due to the hedges not belonging to the County Council and landowners have to be found and contacted 
which can be a long process.  A couple of years ago a problem had occurred at Rothley which County 
Council had actioned themselves and subsequently the landowner had not been happy, however Parish 
Councils can also contact landowners themselves with concerns.                    
 
30.3 Election of Chairman and Vice Chairman  
K Bell proposed  J Famelton as Chairman,  C France seconded, all in agreement. 
 
30.4 Meeting with Rob Murfin County Council to discuss planning issues 
R Murfin had commenced employment at County Council February 2019, regards Parish and County 
Council relationships as fundamental, and planning should be used as a positive tool to achieve 
improvements in areas.  He was aware of lots of issues and themes emerging, such as the perception 
County Hall not being  pro-active enough with planning enforcement, and Parish Council’s not feeling 
properly engaged with the Section 106 grant scheme.  Without a Neighbourhood Plan, the Community 
Structure Levy would provide 15% funding to an area, but with a Neighbourhood Plan 25% would be 
available.  Section 106 normally only relates to larger schemes, based on a tariff basis of square meterage, 
although the problem strategically is it has to be set at a level where the private sector has a say, and 
market profitably on different parts of the county have to be taken into account.  When building new 
schools etc. and pitching a levy, places in the South East of the county may be at a zero rate.  When looking 
at the total amount received through the Community Structure Levy, it maybe lower than the Section 106 



 

 

model, and there could be a mismatch with areas with the highest level of growth seeing nothing out of 
the scheme.  County Council is to carry out consultation later this month on affordable housing delivery 
and developer contributions with Parish Council’s to be consulted directly.  A fixed start date had been 
confirmed as 8/10/19 for examination of the draft Local Plan, which is an important document, as without 
it,  national planning legislation would have to be followed.  Central Government had adopted a broad and 
flexible approach to affordable homes, and more clear rules were required.  In the draft local plan 
Coquetdale is classed as a medium priced housing area, which would mean a 15% affordable housing 
element on new developments, and looking strategically at the housing needs assessment, two thirds of 
affordable housing would be homes to own, and one third affordable to rent.  NCC have plans  for 
delivering their own affordable rent properties with a target of 1,000 new units to be built over the next 4 
years.  R Murfin was happy to carry out structured training courses on how planning is used and to get the 
best out of the system, and planning is very much a process of attempting to negotiate the best outcome 
for an area. County Council planning department deal with 5300 planning applications per year.  County 
Cllr Bridgett believed 15% affordable housing for this area is appalling and it was 30% with the old Alnwick 
District Council, and he believed the levels should be set at  two thirds to rent and one third affordable to 
buy.  There is currently an application for 18 homes in Thropton which would be expensive properties, with 
three having to be affordable discount market value, however if the market value is £335,000 a 15% 
discount would not be affordable, and County Cllr Bridgett would rather see an off site contribution 
towards an affordable element elsewhere in the parish, or putting funds towards sport and play, rather 
than building three homes out of the price range of local people.  R Murfin replied this is a good example 
of how affordable housing is delivered, most developers do not want to have affordable to rent homes 
believing they would devalue the market value of the other properties. However  the problem in high 
market areas, if going for off-site contributions, is with purchasing  land to build affordable housing on.  
The 15% figure may seem a retrograde step but using the new guidelines from national government, if 
asking for a higher percentage the Local Plan would not pass the examination process.  Once the plan is 
adopted, a 5 year review cycle would entail, however there will never be an approach that keeps Local 
Authorities, Parish Councils and the private sector all happy.  
 
County Cllr Bridgett stated when entering Rothbury there is an application to build 60 homes, with 20 
having to be affordable but which would be segregated from the rest of the estate, with trees at Knocklaw  
blocking out sunlight on the proposed properties.  A meeting had been held with Northumberland Estates 
with the intention to take out the affordable element in this scheme and Northumberland Estates to 
provide an acreage of land near to the Middle School to build council housing on. R Murfin agreed with this 
broad strategy, however situations can occur where developers make promises that fail to deliver and 
looking objectively care has to be taken when negotiating with large organisations, however suggestions 
had been made for better working practices between departments at County Hall.  When approval is given 
for big developments, infrastructure is a problem, such as doctors, dentists and school places and the 
advantage of a new local plan would be looking at how much infrastructure is needed before problems 
occur. 
 
Housing Associations work in the county, however because of the rural and Northern nature of 
Northumberland, there are only a few active organisations, and the  rent increase levy put on social 
housing had led to Housing Associations having problems purchasing land.   The incremental high end 
houses being built in Thropton of concern which leads to retirement communities, however developers will 
bring to market what is profitable at the time,  but there is always a need for smaller market value homes 
and larger social housing.    R Murfin keen to run more substantial and detailed training sessions through 
NALC and stated additional resources are to be put into planning enforcement at County Council.        
 
30.5  Minutes of meeting  held on Thursday 7th March 2019 
The minutes of the previous meeting held on Thursday 7th March 2019 were accepted as a true record. 



 

 

 
30.6  Matters arising from previous  meeting held on Thursday 7th March 2019 
There were no matters arising from the previous meeting held on Thursday 7th March 2019. 
  
30.7 Cluster Group’s future, aims and objectives  
It was agreed to invite the new Police Commissioner to the next Cluster meeting. 
 
30.8 Policing Matters 
There were no policing matters. 
 
30.9 Roads/Traffic/Local Transport Plan 
Local Transport Plan 2020 – 2021 priorities to be submitted early October, with meeting held November 
with requests discussed, and 4 or 5 schemes for each division usually agreed.  The budget for road safety 
issues is minimal and the scheme is geared towards major road resurfacing.  I Webb concerned of several 
dangerous areas of road nearby due to blind summits/small dips and had experienced problems near to 
Moor Crossroads.  C France reported there had been a policy 40 years ago to rid the county of blind spots.     
 
30.10 Broadband  
County Cllr reported an application had been approved which has the potential to solve internet issues in 
areas that currently do not have the service.  The County Council had submitted a bid to the 5G rural 
connected communities fund based on the Rothbury division, and which would be a joint partnership 
between Utility services, MOD, health trusts, NFU, EE, BT, Northumbria Police, Fire Service, Forestry 
Commission, National Trust, Church of England, NHS, Northumbrian Water and others, with only 
Northumberland National Park currently not showing interest.  The project would create test 
environments in rural areas to test new applications and technology in a 5G rural environment, however 
infrastructure has to be in place, and it would mean more masts on public land, with the key partner being 
the Forestry Commission, however it would not be an easy task to erect masts on woodland.  To enable 5G 
signal dozens of small cell sites would need to be attached to electricity poles etc, and it was anticipated 
there would be concerns from members of the public regarding negative healthcare issues.  The main 
benefit would be providing a 5G signal to some of the more remote properties in the division.  County Cllr 
reported broadband being installed through a voucher scheme at Farmham, Lorbottle and Deuce Hill,    
Hepple to be completed and a new cabinet installed at Addycombe in Rothbury later this year. 
 
30.11 Planning   
Discussed earlier. 
 
30.12  Priorities from individual Parish Councils  
None. 
 
30.13 Renewable Energy 
Nothing to discuss. 
 
30.14 Communal campaign to address litter and the problem of dog waste bags being discarded around 
the countryside 
A Winlow had met with Forestry Commission at Simonside car park.  Data is being recorded regarding 
litter, with 370 separate items deposited on the car park since January 2019.  Bagged dog waste is a major 
problem, and a pilot project to reduce waste is to be carried out aimed at encouraging person’s to take 
their waste home.  National Parks and parishioners carry out an annual litter pick in Hepple every Spring 
and it is staggering how much rubbish is collected.   There is a campaign at coastal areas to encourage 



 

 

people to take two items of litter home.  Children at Thropton First School had carried out litter picking 
with cigarette butts being the main waste item. 
 
30.15 Any Items from Northumberland County Council 
I Hedley reported the forthcoming Annual Town and Parish Council Conference to be held 3/10/19 with a 
Market Place first where County Council officers would be present including Planning Enforcement, 
Democratic Services and Neigbourhood Services;  NALC and Northumbria Police.  Conference would then 
commence with would include speakers Glenn Sanderson and Rob Murfin.  The deadline for Community 
Chest applications for community groups is 18/10/19. 
 
30.16 Finance 
All subscriptions to the Coquetdale Cluster had been received from individual Parish Council’s for year 
ending 31/3/19.   
 
30.17 Any Other Business 
A willow structure had been placed at Beggar’s Rigg several years ago and A Winlow suggested additional 
trees be planted in the area, however this would be the remit of Northumberland Estates. 
 
30.18  Date of Next Meeting 
The next meeting of the  Coquetdale Cluster will be held on Thursday 12th March 2020 commencing in the 
Dovecote Room Jubilee Institute. 
 
The meeting closed at 910pm 


