Abbey Precincts Residents Association Annual General Meeting 2020

Tuesday 24 November 2020, 7.30 pm via Zoom

Minutes approved by APRA Committee
Business started at 7:40 after 10 minutes for assembly. 

Peter Trevelyan (Chair) welcomed participants. He would be standing down from the committee this year. He handed the chair to Justin Douglas for this virtual meeting, with background control by guest Lisa Heleniak. Justin applauded the turnout [at least 35 participants for most of the meeting]. He thanked our three Ward Councillors and County Councillor for their support on a variety of issues during the year [all were present for at least part of the meeting].
Robert Pankhurst began the report on activities in 2019. There had been little occasion to comment on planning applications and members were requested to flag up any of concern when noticed. However, building works had been widespread - the altered shop fronts at Heritage Close were pointed out as especially lamentable, and damaging to the style and symmetry of this prominent location on High Street. Enforcement action had been taken on unauthorised signage on public houses including The Verulam Arms, where this had unfortunately resulted in damage to the traditional signs, still not reinstated. There was fruitful collaboration with Aboyne Residents Association in following through our joint submission to the SADC 2019 Enforcement Task and Finish Group and we continued to lobby the relevant Scrutiny Committee on steps to make enforcement procedures more transparent. 
Kate Buckley reported on last year’s members’ questionnaire, which highlighted concerns about heavy traffic and safety in the Conservation Area. Members had reported uncollected waste due to access problems: we continue to press for the use of small collection vehicles and a live poll showed that more than two-thirds of participants [19 out of 28] agreed [Cllr Edgar Hill explained that this was still an objective but progress had been limited by the costs of additional staff and extra journeys]. The year had been extremely bad for congestion, damage and parking difficulties caused by excessively large construction vehicles, with negative effects on residents’ health. We were very pleased that our Ward Councillors had put a Motion to SADC asking the Planning Policy Committee to look at ways of restricting access for such HGVs and the problems they caused: this had been approved by the full Council [Cllr Chris Davies, who had been instrumental in this, was unfortunately not able to stay in the meeting to comment, but reaffirmed his commitment to seeing this through]. The meeting was polled on car parking in Zone B and almost two-thirds [16/25 votes] reported problems, some many times - too many bays had been lost in Abbey Mill Lane, George Street and Welclose Street, areas where there were no alternatives. A similar proportion thought that the use of spare capacity in Zone C should be usable. Cllr Hill agreed to raise this problem with SADC officers.
Geoff Dyson reported on the poor quality of road repairs, notably the resurfacing of Welclose Street where the thin layer of applied tarmac had been carelessly splashed into the stone-set gutters and kerbs, with damage exacerbated by the subsequent ‘clean up’. Supervision of the works was apparently non-existent - a problem noted by members in other recently resurfaced streets. The vital STOP sign on the road at the College Street - Lower Dagnall Street crossroads had finally been repainted and no subsequent accidents had been reported: the No Entry sign at the Romeland end of Spicer Street had also been renewed (drivers frustrated by the closure of George Street had been ignoring the one-way system). 

Robert lamented the impossibility of holding the annual garden party and promised one to make up for this when anti-virus regulations are dropped, hopefully in Summer 2021. Meanwhile Zoom talks could be held and members were asked to submit suggestions (or volunteers). He and Kate represented APRA involvement in the continuing Conservation 50 group, who were promoting improvements in the appearance of the city centre and a new blue plaque scheme - mock-ups of two were shown and several would be located in the APRA area once permissions and manufacturing were finalised. 
Andrew Yaras presented Accounts for the year, which showed a £220 deficit. Expenditure on the 2019 newsletter and upgrades to website security had not been fully compensated by subscription receipts, but reserves stood at £1119. A vote confirmed (88% in favour) keeping subscriptions at the current level (held since 2013): some suggested that a higher figure would be appropriate and it was pointed out that donations were acceptable (one had already been received for 2021). Claire Lawrence was thanked for her work as Independent Examiner of the accounts and was re-elected nem. con. to act in this role for the coming year. 
Justin reported that paid-up membership was currently below the level of 2018 and 2019, but that this was normal at this time of year: he had a target of 150. Members without e-mail had received a poor service and a motion to waive their 2021 subscriptions was passed with 82% in favour.  Others were encouraged to pay by Standing Order if possible.

Peter was thanked for his leadership as Chair of APRA since its initiation. The remainder of the current committee was re-elected en bloc. There was only one new nomination, for Jill Fisher (proposed by Justin Douglas, seconded by Judith Pendal), who was elected and welcomed. 

Since there had been no great drop-off in interest, the meeting continued with the major issue of Covid-related road closures and possible future changes to traffic routes. Robert highlighted the strain on residents in College and Spicer streets by diversion of all traffic for the Romeland area, bringing more congestion and pollution into the area. A periodic survey led by Katharine Fletcher showed that morning rush-hour transit through the crossroads into Spicer Street rose from effectively zero during the March–April lockdown to about 40 per hour through the summer, but leapt to 160–200 when schools re-opened in September (NOT even including the 12 double-decker buses and luxury coaches transporting pupils to St Albans School). A drop back to previous levels during half term showed that this was almost entirely due to private vehicles conveying pupils to the School [up to one third returned via Welclose and Lower Dagnall streets, further increasing transit through the crossroads]. This would be raised at a regular School and local community meeting on 14 December – APRA members were invited to send their observations to Secretary beforehand.
Geoff introduced the subject of medium- and long-term road closures. George Street businesses were mostly keen on permanent closure and pedestrianisation of this historic street - a concept also endorsed by the Civic Society.  APRA would welcome this as long as the rest of the local Conservation Area did not have to bear the displaced traffic. Much would depend on a wider plan for city centre traffic, especially for future use of Verulam Road and High Street. HCC Cllr Sandy Walkington was invited to comment on the recently released plans to make the current closures and signage more secure. He emphasized that this work would still be under emergency measures, since long-term changes would require full consultation and the passing of Traffic Regulation Orders. He was strongly attracted to the idea of a new pedestrian square between the Clocktower and Waxhouse Gate, but this would mean significant changes for some local residents and businesses. The plight of residents south of the Abbey Gateway and the inevitable increase in traffic via Folly Lane and Catherine Street compared to the pre-Covid situation were noted. Sandy was thanked for his helpful contribution. A simple poll was taken on aspects of this problem:

What would be your future traffic preferences?

George St pedestrianised, High St open
2

George St and High St both pedestrianised
7

George St pedestrianised, High St one-way with timed access only
7

[Approximately 10 qualifying members present did not vote on this.] 
It was agreed to hold a more detailed poll of all members on this important issue.
This concluded the presentation by committee, but around 25 participants remained for further discussion prompted by Zoom Chats. 
The meeting ended at 9:30pm to some enjoyable jazz played by Geoff and his band on video. 
*********************************************************************

