Minutes of APRA AGM 16 November 2023 - Committee copy
Present: 26 including 5 committee members (John Hedges, Robert Pankhurst, Andrew Yaras, Geoff Dyson and Jacky Stephen) and District Councillors Edgar Hill and Julian Degg.

Apologies: Kate Buckley (Deputy Chair), Chris Anthony (Committee member), Anna & Peter Noble, Graham & Gillian Field, Neil Hunt, David and Linda Dorkings, Sam Stanford, Norman James, Tricia Milne, HCCllr Sandy Walkington, District Cllr Dawn Gamble
Welcome. John Hedges (Chair) welcomed all present to APRA’s 10th AGM and reminded those present of the founding principles of protecting the identity, integrity and interests of our area. This work is carried out by working with our Councillors, neighbouring and combined city-centre RAs. APRA is represented on the City Neighbourhoods Committee (CNC) and a number of working groups and has direct links with Conservation 50, Blue Plaques St Albans, and the St Albans Civic Society.
Annual Report on Activities 

July Member Survey. John reported that 29 responses had been received (approximately one third of the membership) which was considered significant. On road closures 72% favoured re-opening High Street and found no benefit from the Phase 2 closures; on George Street there was a 50:50 split. 83% considered school buses a problem and most favoured their exclusion from the Cathedral quarter. The main priorities were for repair of the pavements (97%) and pot holes (76%), solar panels if not visible from the street and EV charging in Council car parks (90%), action on Verulamium Park lake, and smaller refuse vehicles (86%). 69% would support a collective heating scheme, given the limited possibilities for affordable clean energy in the Conservation Area. 


Action: expressed priorities would be highlighted in 2024.
Road Closure Trial. John gave a run down on the HCC High Street Recover trials so far, which was initiated following Covid-based lockdowns but without a clear and agreed plan for a starting baseline, monitoring and adjustments during the trial. In April 2023 APRA, along with other local RAs, lodged an objection as a result of severe problems caused to residents by the gate positioning at the bottom of George Street allowing easy but illegal parking at all hours. Phase 3 was now in progress with High Street open 24/7 and George Street only closed at weekends. Re-siting the gates would not occur during the trial and thus could not be tested for efficacy. Nor was there sufficient funding for automatic traffic counts, which would be monitored by a single 4-day CCTV observation. A final decision would be taken in April 2024. 


Action: observe and record during Phase 3.
St Albans School Buses. John illustrated the problems caused by unlawful parking of buses around the school entrance and in Romeland Hill. Apart from dangerous traffic congestion this caused obvious safety issues for school pupils and pedestrians. A proposed Code of Conduct for bus operations had been suggested but rejected by the school administration who had also withdrawn the possibility of a dedicated meeting to discuss safety during the current term. Despite bringing up residents’ dissatisfaction with the worsening situation as the school roll had increased, no progress had been made over more than 10 years. APRA had therefore decided to withdraw from the 6-monthly Local Community Group meetings with the school. 


Action: we would work with other RAS and Councillors to seek refreshed parking restriction signage, better monitoring and a possible safety audit. A show of hands supported this course by 23 to 4.
Roads and Pavements. Robert (Secretary) pointed out on-going degradation of the brick and flint Abbey Orchard wall in Abbey Mill Lane, which now seems to be in a state of near-collapse. John Hedges had written several time to the Clerk of Works at the Cathedral who had indicated that work would start in December 2023, which did not happen. In fact all material for the September University of Herts graduation ceremony had been unloaded and re-loaded from large lorries parked against the wall under the protected tree canopy. A photograph showed such a lorry, fully loaded passing through the Abbey Gateway with a real risk of damage to the ancient structure. Heavy vehicle damage to Conservation infrastructure continues, especially in the narrow cul-de-sacs such as College Place, where water leaks, rain-water gully displacement, pavement breaking and a washout sink hole had all occurred during the year. 

Action: continue to push for improvements via the Cross-RA working group.
Cross-RA Working Group. Robert reported on behalf of Kate Buckley on her work to establish a working group with Councillors and our neighbouring RAs to identify common problems and seek solutions. Three main topics had been tackled so far and some actions agreed. 

(i) Parking for resident’s cars and visitors had long been a problem due to over-issue of permits by SADC, now complicated by the new digital permit application scheme. 

Progress: Cllr Hill would be a focus for those having difficulties with the digital scheme and he would participate with APRA (Jacky Stephen) in a new audit of bays available to see where more could be located and advise the Parking Department. Cllr Clegg pointed out that there was now some relaxation in the operation of the scheme and that paper Visitor Permits would continue to be made available, particularly to anyone with disability. 

(ii) Issues with waste and recycling collections included the damage caused by unsuitable heavy vehicles which often had access problems to the cul-de-sac and down Abbey Mill Lane - this often resulting as well in delayed or missed collections. 

Progress: Banning of HGV’s is not possible, but streets can be marked as unsuitable for access and companies under SADC contract would have to observe them - Cllr Hill reported that such signs had been installed at the entrance to College Place that very day, paid for by Cllr Walkington’s individual budget. We can expect more requests from members for such signs. Cllr Walkington would also look into responsibility for advance warning of filming and utilities works that caused sudden problems with access and parking. 

(iii) Planning matters were broad, including concerns about clean energy and solar panels, especially in Article 4 areas, delays in processing planning applications, and ineffective enforcement of observed breaches of planning rules or conditions on approval. SADC need to produce/update clear guidance on solar panels, heat pumps, basements and garden rooms.

Progress: Cllr Hill was now Vice-Chair of the SADC Planning (Development) Committee; he pointed out the very limited resources available with the Council budget under stress, but suggested that sharing enforcement with Watford Borough Council was now making good progress in reducing the backlog of outstanding cases. A CCRA group led by the Chair of the Verulam Road and Adjacent Roads Association (VRARA) was planning to meet with the SADC Haed of Development Management to explore guidance for solar panel installation in Article 4 areas.
Planning and Licensing Applications. Six objections to planning applications, requested by members, had been lodged during the year. Two of these were retrospective following reporting to Planning Enforcement.  Overall 3 had nevertheless been approved, while 3 were still under consideration. Success rate was thus very poor, despite the fact that the Civic Society, the only independent body routinely reviewing applications for the city, had also objected to most.  Action: because of the new rules on call-in to the Planning Committee we need to act more promptly to request this and improve the chances of Councillor input to the result.
Green Spaces and Environment. Geoff Dyson raised concerns on dead shrubs in Romeland resulting from neglect.  He suggested an appeal to the CNC for the cost of replacement. SADC had applied to increase the number of annual event days in Verulamium Park from 28 to 56; an objection had been submitted, coordinated by Moragh and Michael Ormiston on the grounds of environmental damage, loss of amenity, noise, pollution and parking loss, suffered mostly by nearby residents. There was also a question as to the true financial benefit to SADC of park events and how any profits would be spent. Finally, it was believed that events in the Abbey Orchard had now reached the annual limit at which planning permission would also be required. 

Action:  Cllr Edgar Hill would support an application to the CNC for funding shrub replanting. He had called-in the Verulamium Park application to Planning Committee and would ensure that our concerns were properly discussed.

Communications: Robert reviewed the means of communication with members. This was routinely through e-mail, which was the reason that members without Internet access were no longer charged APRA subscriptions. Social media could not be offered unless someone with the necessary expertise to set up and moderate volunteered to do so. On the other hand our July Newsletter had been distributed in hard copy to 550 households throughout the area and was well received; it would continue on an annual basis. The APRA website, which had become untended, out-of-date and costly, had been resurrected as a result of contact with two six-form enthusiasts at St Albans School (who had been duly thanked for their help) and a new member, Sam Stanford, had now volunteered to manage it in future. 
Social Activities: Our annual garden party on 15 July, organised by Norman James, was once again due to be hosted in the Bishop of Richborough’s garden at Parkside House but had coincided with stormy weather. It was saved by Bishop Banks generously inviting all inside. He is retiring in April and as a mark of his friendship and welcome over several years APRA presented him with a high-quality flowerpot for his new courtyard garden.  
Membership: Jacky Stephen (Membership Secretary) reported that there had been 20 new members during the year (7 in response to our Summer Survey offer), offset by 25 leaving for various reasons. The current membership was thus 106 – 90 paid-up and 16 free members. 
Finance:  Signed accounts for 2022-23 were presented by Andrew Yaras (Treasurer). Subscription income (£470) had dropped compared to last year, offset by lower outgoings (although some were being carried over to next year’s budget). The banked overall reserves remained at £1127. We need a drive to extend the membership but also to recover overdue subscriptions.


Votes by show of hands (all nem. con.): the accounts were accepted, subscriptions levels remain unchanged for 2024 (£10 joint/corporate; £6 individual), and Claire Lawrence elected as Independent Examiner.
Committee for 2023-24
Chris Anthony stepped down; Geoff Dyson, Kate Buckley, Jacky Stephen, John Hedges and Robert Pankhurst all willing to continue and were re-elected en bloc. Two new members, Ian Woodroof and Malcolm Hull (nominated by John, seconded by Robert) were voted in. 
Thanks and close of meeting: 

John thanked all present for their attendance and support. In closing the meeting he presented a gift to Robert, who had indicated a wish to resign as Secretary, with thanks for his dedicated work in the role since the formation of APRA in 2013.
The meeting closed at 9:17 pm
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