
Parish Clerk’s Report on Agenda Items
3 July - 29 August, 2008

Item 3a: Footpaths at Otterburn Hall

After studying the Report to Northumberland County Council Rights of Way Committee concerning the 
footpaths at Otterburn Hall, the following letter was sent to Mr. John McErlane, the Definitive Map 
Officer:

Thank you for your letter and attachments dated 4 June, 2008 concerning the above.

Otterburn Parish Council and the community of Otterburn are delighted to note your recommendation that 
“there is sufficient evidence to justify that public rights of way are reasonably alleged to exist and that the 
proposal be included in a future Modification Order as Public Footpaths”.

There are some issues in the landowner’s evidence which the Parish Council wishes to address.  

1. The use of the word “trespassers” throughout the evidence when referring to members of the Otterburn 
community is provocative, stigmatising and highly disrespectful.  This language demonstrates a lack of 
understanding and disregard of the local community.

a. Further, the image of local people actually attempting to use the footpaths in “secret” (paragraph 43 of the 
evidence) to “avoid discovery and prevent Thornminster objecting to their use of the alleged footpaths”, 
(paragraph 19), is not only insulting to perfectly innocent members of the community but is also more than 
a little paranoid.

b. It is, however, in paragraph 42 that the current landowners demonstrates the true extent of their animus to 
the community by referring to “a particular class of persons, being inhabitants (and usually dog-walking 
inhabitants) of the Parish of Otterburn” as “clearly opportunistic trespassers”.  

2. The current landowner’s initial intent was to use the Hall to house asylum seekers.  Failing in this aim, their 
subsequent change of direction in business terms and their claim to the supposed exclusivity of the estate, 
as an argument to exclude so-called trespassers from the community, can not be supported.  Historically, 
the community has enjoyed unchallenged access to the estate. The erection of gates, fences, ‘Strictly Private’ 
warning signs and CCTV cameras around the estate has been entirely the work of the current landowners 
and was never considered necessary during the more tolerant tenure of all previous owners.

The most powerful evidence in the Draft Report to the Rights of Way Committee is found not in the opaque 
detail of the lawyers for the current landowners but in the honest personal statements of local people deprived 
of the traditional and innocent pleasure of walking and exercising in the grounds of Otterburn Hall.

Otterburn Parish Council and the community fully support the recommendation of the report to the Rights of 
Way Committee and hopes that the Committee will accept the recommendation.  Signed by Emma Anderson

Item 3b: Signposting in Willowgreen re dog fouling
The resident concerned has been given a Perspex Pick it up & Bag it sign which he has fastened to his 
boundary fence.  Tynedale Council’s Animal Warden had given me a small supply of these signs, both 
self-adhesive and Perspex, as well as leaflets and dog poo bags.  The Animal Warden has also removed 
earlier Dog Fouling signs from lamp and electricity posts in the village because the posts are private 
property and should not be used for posting signs.

Item 3c: Parish Council Elections
The following email has been received from Tynedale Council concerning this matter: 

After the decision was taken to make Northumberland a Unitary area central government decided that existing 
Parish Councillors would serve until 2013.  This was because there wouldn't be any Local Government elections 
in 2011 as the cycle would change with the demise of the District Council and elections for the 'shadow' Unitary 
being held in 2008 with normal elections then being held in 2013 and on a 4 year cycle thereafter.

Since then central government seems to have realised that a six year term is very long, although people could 
simply resign at any point.  That was why we were asked to invite comments on holding elections next year.  
Those comments were passed on and I'm awaiting the outcome. Signed by Gail Philipson
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Item 3d: Post Office closure programme
There has been a lot of activity during the summer recess concerning the proposed permanent closure of 
Otterburn Post Office.  I attended a crowded meeting of Parish, District and County Council 
representatives in the Council Chamber at County Hall, Morpeth, on Friday, 11 July.  Following 
presentations by Post Office Ltd and Northumberland County Council (NCC) elected members and 
officials, community representatives were invited to speak on their respective positions.  The following is 
taken from the report of the meeting: 

[Otterburn] Parish Council challenge the proposed closure of their post office which is currently temporarily 
closed. It was suggested that if had still been open, it would not have been listed for closure due to the extensive 
service provided. The facility provided the road tax for all of Snaith’s buses and served the military ranges as 
well as local businesses.  Miss Anderson stated that the data provided by Post Office Limited is completely 
wrong, as is some of the data for the alternatives.  For example, the population is listed as 160, whereas the 
population in the 2001 census is actually 550.  33% of the population are aged over 60, 17% having no transport 
and 20% having limiting long-term illness.  There is therefore a high dependence on transport.  

The rest of the Rede Valley: Elsdon, Rochester and Byrness, double the population, probably with the same 
characteristics.  The closure criteria seek 90% access for postcodes within six miles to the nearest branch. 
Otterburn extends from Belsay to Carter Bar in NE19.  The postcode strip borders the A696 and A68 to the 
Border and is 33 miles long and 8-10 miles wide.  The only Post Office will be at Kirkwhelpington, 9-10 miles 
south of Otterburn. The information regarding public transport is incorrect.  Transport in the upper Rede valley 
to Kirkwhelpington is provided by Munroe’s bus, 9.50am-10am. Customers would then face an 850-yard walk 
and a 4-hour wait for the return bus.  The alternative is a school bus to Bellingham at 8.15am, returning at 
3.30pm.  There is no travel pass on this service.  On Thursday & Friday there is a bus leaving at 9.15am, 
returning at 12.15pm.  

There have been efforts to get the Post Office re-opened since the retirement of the Postmaster.  In 2005, it 
was taken over for 18 months.  The Percy Arms and Memorial Hall have been suggested as alternatives but 
were deemed unviable by Post Office Limited due to the need to spend £15,000 on security etc.

The County Council’s formal response to Post Office Ltd included the following comments about 
Otterburn Post Office:

Otterburn has been a designated key service centre in the settlement pattern for Northumberland on the main 
A696/A68 link between the North East and Scotland via Carter Bar. It serves the remote communities in the North 
Rede Valley, including Rochester and Elsdon, with an actual total catchment population over 700, a very high 
proportion of whom are in the 60+ age group. It is distant from real alternative service centres, with few public 
transport links to Bellingham (8 miles) and potentially Ponteland (23 miles). It is also the  community with the 
highest density of tourism bed spaces in Northumberland and has its  own tourist attractions, as well as a key 
national military presence with a history of strong  links to the village Post Office. The Post Office has been 
closed for some time but the current difficulties of finding a Post Master to run a service cannot be allowed to 
mask the  need for a Post Office and should not be seen as an opportunity for closure. The provision  of Post 
Office services in this key service centre, serving such a remote area, is essential to the Network. POL is therefore 
urged to work with the local authority and community to find an option for a viable alternative service.

Val Corbett and I attended a further meeting organised by Tynedale Council on Tuesday, 22 July.  I spoke 
again about the need to reopen our Post Office.

Following these meetings, John, Val and I met to discuss what else could be done.  A press release was 
written and circulated widely to the local written and broadcast media, to Peter Atkinson and John Riddle. 
The press release later appeared in full in the Hexham Courant.  I also included items about the post 
office closure in my Redesdale Notes in the Hexham Courant. A poster was prepared telling people about a 
draft letter available at the Border Reiver, the Percy Arms and churches in the valley.   250 copies of this 
draft letter were printed and distributed, including copies made available at the Redefest Music Festival. 
The Parish Council’s formal response to Post office Ltd was sent in early August:

I write to register Otterburn Parish Council’s objections to the proposed permanent closure of Otterburn Post 
Office.

The view of the Parish Council is that if Otterburn Post Office was not already temporarily closed, Post Office 
Ltd would not be considering it for permanent closure.  As a result, the proposal to permanently close the 
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branch is neither fair nor just and is regarded locally as nothing more than expedience on the part of Post 
Office Ltd.  

Under previous dedicated management, Otterburn Post Office was a busy and successful business.  It was at the 
heart of the remote community in the upper Rede valley, serving a vast rural area from Elsdon to the Scottish 
border as well as providing a wide range of necessary and useful services.

Open full time, residents used the Post Office to draw their pensions, buy stamps, send letters and parcels, buy 
fishing licences and obtain foreign currency for holidays.   There being no bank locally, the Post Office was also 
a useful means of getting cash.   It was also possible to licence cars and other vehicles at the Post Office, a 
service welcomed by Howard Snaith, who runs one of the largest    family-owned private coach hire businesses 
in the North East of England from his base in the village.  

Of equal importance, the villagers had a place to meet and chat and hear about what was going on locally. As in 
so many rural areas, the post office was a valued hub for the community; a one-stop information and service 
provider. 

In November 2006, the premises containing the post office were sold and the branch was temporarily closed. 
At that time, in a letter to Otterburn Parish Council, Post Office Ltd said: “The provision of a Post Office 
service to our customers in the local community is of paramount importance to us, and we will continue to 
work hard to restore normal services in the area as soon as possible”. 

Several well-attended village meetings discussed the options for reopening or relocating the post office.  The 
Percy Arms hotel offered a site, while Otterburn Memorial Hall and St. John’s church were also considered. 
However, at that time it appeared that Post Office Ltd became fixated on relocating the branch in the Border 
Reiver store and when this plan came to nothing, the other sites suddenly ceased to have any value or 
importance in the discussions.

It is of considerable concern to the Parish Council, and the community as a whole, that these alternative sites 
have all been rejected by Post Office Ltd, and it seems for reasons intended only to obstruct progress, either 
because they were deemed unfit for the purpose or that they would require levels of security beyond what 
seemed necessary or was affordable.  

You should also be aware that, despite recent public statements to the contrary by your Mr. Ian Carlton, local 
people, some experienced in Post Office work, were available and prepared to work in a new village Post Office 
and the Parish Council understands that others, with pertinent training, are available now to undertake this 
work.

The data included in your Branch Access Report is entirely wrong.  For example, the population of Otterburn 
in the 2001 Census is numbered as 550 not 160.  Taking into consideration the populations of Elsdon, 
Rochester and Byrness, adjoining parishes all served by Otterburn Post Office in the past, the population of the 
upper Rede valley more than doubles.  In Otterburn alone, one third of the population is over 60, 17% have no 
transport and 20% are described as suffering from a limiting long-term illness.  

In fact, the upper Rede valley has a growing population and a vibrant business network which serves not only 
the local community, but tourists and the thousands of members of the armed services who train at the 
Otterburn Training Area year-round.  There can be little doubt that a Post Office re-established in Otterburn 
would have ample custom.

Even in the absence of any service details, your proposal to provide a limited outreach service at Rochester 
would be totally inadequate in every aspect of convenience and accessibility.  The example of similar services 
proposed elsewhere in rural Northumberland has raised serious questions regarding convenience and 
accessibility and there is no reason to believe that such a service in the upper Rede valley would be any better or 
would match the service available in a permanent Post Office.

The accessibility of the two alternative Post Offices proposed by Post Office Ltd, those at Kirkwhelpington and 
Bellingham, does not meet your own access criteria for rural areas which states that “95% of the total rural 
population across the UK will be within 3 miles of their nearest branch”.  Both the alternatives are more than 
three miles from Otterburn, more again from Elsdon, Rochester and Byrness.  Thus, using this criterian alone, 
there is absolutely no reason for Otterburn Post Office to be facing permanent closure.  Equally, using your 
criteria that “95% of the population in a postcode district will be within six miles of their nearest branch”, it 
must be pointed out that the Post Office in Kirkwhelpington is considerably more than six miles from any 
population centre in the NE19 postcode district. 
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Bus services to Bellingham and Kirkwhelpington, where they exist, are totally inadequate in meeting the needs 
of anyone travelling from the upper Rede valley to those villages to use a Post Office: they impose stop-over 
times of several hours on travellers and, in the case of Kirkwhelpington, necessitate a walk of more than half a 
mile from the bus stop to the Post Office.  

The real costs of closing Otterburn Post Office will certainly include additional car journeys made to access 
Post Offices elsewhere, an increased reliance on friends and neighbours to take those without a car to 
alternative post offices and the downright inconvenience of losing such a well supported and vital facility in 
Redesdale.  

There is the will and the determination within our community to relocate and reopen Otterburn Post Office. 
We need the full support and not the obstruction of Post Office Ltd to make this happen.  The Parish Council 
urges you to reverse your decision to permanently close Otterburn Post Office and requests that you reopen 
discussions with the Parish Council and the community to ensure the provision of an adequate and permanent 
Post Office presence in the upper Rede valley.  Signed on behalf of John Hartshorne.

A disappointing standard letter in response was received from Post Office Ltd at the end of August:
Thank you for your letter dated 7 August 2008 addressed to Adrian Wales, Network Development Manager. I have 
been asked to reply on behalf of Mr Wales as a member of the Agency Correspondence Team with responsibilities 
for network change.

On 17 May 2007, Government announced its final proposals for the future of the Post Off ice agency branch 
network. This followed the Government's 12-week national public consultation into the proposals it announced in 
December 2006. The Response document published by the Government set out the access criteria required of a 
network of Post Office branches. Post Office Limited is now following due process to implement the 
Government's policy objectives to ensure a sustainable network of Post Office branches.

As you may be aware, in May 2007, following a national public consultation, the Government announced a range 
of proposed measures to modernise and reshape the Network and put it on a more stable footing for the future, 
and with the target for it to be sustainable and viable, whilst ensuring that a national branch network that complies 
with the Government's access and other criteria is maintained. Government has provided a comprehensive set of 
criteria to be applied to ensure that access to Post Office services continues to be available across the country. Four 
of these criteria apply at a national level: namely

•99% of the UK population to be within 3 miles and 90% of the population to be within 1 mile of their nearest 
Post Office branch.

•99% of the total population in deprived urban areas across the UK to be within 1 mile of their nearest Post Office 
branch.

•95% of the total urban population across the UK to be within 1 mile of their nearest Post Office branch.

•95% of the total rural population across the UK to be within 3 miles of their nearest Post Office branch.

In addition the  following  criterion will  apply  at  the  level  of  each  and every  individual  postcode district,  thus 
establishing a minimum level of network coverage at a very local level.

95% of the population of the postcode district to be within 6 miles of their nearest Post Office branch.

It is important to stress that these criteria represent the minimum levels of accessibility and in many, if not most, cases 
actual coverage will be greater. In the Government Response document, the emphasis is on a policy that maintains a 
national network with a national coverage. They have, therefore, rejected the proposal that all criteria should be applied to 
smaller localised areas.

We consider many relevant factors when considering closing a branch, including the geographical location of an individual 
branch, local demographics, customer footfall and the availability of public transport. During the development stage of 
our Area Plan proposals, a great deal of preparation work is undertaken locally ahead of the consultation announcement. 
A Post Office Limited Manager has visited the locale to review the area surrounding the branch, taking into account the 
terrain, the distance and convenience of other branches and local public transport availability.

Although this is not a voluntary programme, a key part of the process for delivering this change is how we engage with the 
independent consumer watchdog Postwatch, who operate through nine regional and national committees across the UK. 
Their role during the Network Change Programme - prescribed by Government - is to scrutinise Post Office Limited's 
proposals and give feedback to ensure local consultations are meaningful, and that Post Office Limited decisions are in line 
with Government criteria.
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Given the demographics of Post Office customers it is worth mentioning that Postwatch has a special statutory duty to 
look after the interests of potentially vulnerable customers: particularly people with disabilities, chronically sick, elderly, and 
individuals on low incomes. Postwatch represents customers of postal services and regularly meets with other groups such 
as Help the Aged, RNIB, Age Concern etc to further understand concerns on issues affecting the Post Office network. 
Should Postwatch believe any proposals to be unsatisfactory; they will work with local communities and Post Office 
Limited to address these problems. There is an agreed review mechanism between Postwatch and Post Office Limited for 
such instances.

With regard to your queries relating to the previous temporary status of the Otterburn Post Office branch I think it is 
important to understand that Post Office Limited operate within a fluid commercial environment and is required to 
react to changes within the market. As you are aware, following the twelve-week Government consultation, Post Office 
Limited has been provided with the framework, on which the future network must now be based. The Government 
Response document recognises that the network as it stands is unsustainable. Understandably, once a branch has been 
closed for some time, customers find an alternative way of conducting their business. Post Office Ltd has a responsibility 
to ensure that any service provided on our behalf can be sustained as a commercial entity into the longer term.

Turning to your request for an Outreach Service point to be put in place should the Otterburn Post Office" branch 
close; I can confirm that we are not currently looking to implement such a scheme. However, as part of the consultation 
exercise we are happy to receive submissions from individuals or organisations that feel there is a case to support the 
provision of an Outreach Service Point in the locality. Post Office Limited will take such submissions into account as part 
of the decision making process once consultation concludes.

The network today is a product of history rather than design and the opportunity to reshape the network gives Post 
Office Limited the best chance to devise a network that is economically sustainable into the longer term. Closure or 
change to Post Office service provision is not an exercise Post Office Limited undertakes lightly, recognising the impact 
on customers and general concern in local communities. However, we do believe that our proposals minimise these 
difficulties as much as possible within the constraints of available funding and the criteria set by Government.

We view the six-week local public consultation as a very real and important opportunity for all interested parties to engage 
with us and let us know how our proposals impact on them, which will help inform and shape our final decision. As you 
will be aware, consultation ended at the close of business on 11 August 2008. We are now required to review all of the 
responses received during local consultation, alongside our original plans before making our final decisions in line with 
various Government specified criteria and factors, having taken all relevant public consultation responses into account. 
Please be assured that the information that you have provided will form part of this final process.

Locally Elected and Community Representatives will be notified of our final decision and a poster will be displayed in the 
relevant branches to ensure customers are also aware of any changes in service provision. Full details of our decisions will 
also be displayed on our website.  Signed by Manisha Dhanak, Agency Correspondence Team 

A response to this letter is now being prepared and it is intended to copy all of the correspondence to 
Peter Atkinson, John Riddle and the Hexham Courant.

Item 4c: Invoices paid during the summer recess
The following invoices were paid during the summer recess:

1) BDO Stoy Hayward, Audit Fee, £170.38
2) Otterburn Memorial Hall, Room rent for 3 months, £27
3) Clerk’s Salary (£164.50) and Expenses (£21) (Total £185.50)

Item 5c: Planning applications recently approved 

The following planning applications have all been approved during the summer recess

1) 08NP0013 Construction of marquee and associated ground works at Otterburn Hall
2) T20080490 Change of use and conversion of outbuilding at Sunny Brae, Otterburn
3) T20080498 Construction of car port at Burnside, Otterburn
4) T20080535 Construction of replacement porch at Heatherwick Cottage, Otterburn

Other items not on the agenda
Weed killing on a vacant plot at Willowgreen and grass cutting on the green has been undertaken. 
Remedial work following the resurfacing of the A696 has been completed.  The resurfacing of Denis’ 
Lane is awaited and Cllr. John Riddle has been asked to intervene.  A wreathe for Remembrance Day has 
been ordered from Otterburn Camp
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Emma Anderson, 29 August, 2008
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