Notes from meeting between Cllr Cumsty, Cllr Bayes, Cllr Swaine and members of GREN on Thursday 30th September 2010

Present: Councillor Andrew Cumpsty; Councillor Kirsten Bayes; Councillor Warren Swaine and from GREN Paul Harper; John Hoggett, Michele Atkins

Everyone introduced themselves.  PH gave a quick summary of GREN and some examples of what its member groups are involved in doing in the community.

Cllr Cumpty stressed that the new council wanted to hear from the residents of Reading and that if GREN encountered difficulties getting heard or felt issues were being blocked, then to let Cllr Cumpsty know.

A major point stressed by the councillors was that sustainability was key and it was important to take it out of the “Environment” box to make it more generally accessible.  Cllr Cumpsty pointed out that the most successful outcomes are achieved when people feel they can contribute.

The councillors wanted to see a “small steps” approach where everyone “does their bit”, believing this to be an effective way to make changes but there was some debate as to how well this works.  One thing all agreed on was that scaring people doesn’t work.

Transport: Cycling and walking in town came out very strongly in the GREN General Election meetings and also in the GREN Vision for a Sustainable Reading.  The groups within GREN are very much in favour of a modal shift to get people out of their cars and either walking or cycling.

Cllr Cumsty asked what the blockages to cycling were.  It was apparent that the councillors themselves were familiar with some of the common problems – the lack of “joined up” routes, being left to fend for themselves at very busy and dangerous junctions. The point was made that many more people might cycle if roads were safer for them to do so; for GREN members this meant a 20mph speed limit across urban Reading, as well as the Low Emission Zone to get HGVs off the roads
Examples were given of where opportunities for low-cost enhancements for cycling have been missed e.g. when the Council reconfigured the London/Duke Street junction with the IDR. PH of GREN suggested the council could hold a consultation similar to the ‘traffic light junction’ consultation, to identify problem junctions for cyclists, bottlenecks and areas without cycle provision to come up with a coherent cycling set of cycling routes.  Cllr Cumpsty mentioned that a Cycling Forum has been set up to look at these issues.  Cllr Cumpsty suggested a meeting between GREN and Cllr Richard Willis and the Transport Policy Adviser Jan Dewer.

Cllr Cumpsty asked what GREN thought of the bike scheme implemented in London by Boris Johnson.  MA pointed out that Reading has such a scheme already but it is not widely publicised or used, mainly because cycling in Reading is such an unpleasant experience. GREN stressed that they are in favour of responsible cycling and would prefer routes on the roads, not pavements.  To facilitate this, reducing the speed and volume of traffic on the roads would be steps in the right direction.  Portsmouth has implemented 20 mph speed limits in the town to encourage people to cycle and JH cited a town in Holland called Groningen who claim to have increased short journeys made within the town by 60% (figures and context tbc).  Cllr Swaine suggested moving cycle routes away from the main roads to more residential roads.

Cllr Cumpsty then went on to ask for suggestions about resident parking in Reading as this is the biggest issue the council receives complaints about.

Energy use in Buildings: the GREN members’ Vision for a Sustainable Reading would require a mass programme of insulation, making homes more energy efficient and also include micro-generation schemes.  A paper had previously been submitted to the Climate Change Partnership outlining several ideas. GREN’s representative on the Climate Change Partnership has suggested an initiative for a community based not for profit company to reach the poorest people and housing stock, place an emphasis on energy efficiency savings and provide local ‘green’ jobs.

Cllr Swaine said the Sustainability Team were looking at reducing fuel poverty.  A trial of biomass boilers at Coley Park was currently underway and if successful, could be rolled out to further social housing.

Cllr Cumpsty called insulation a “magic bullet” and asked how the council will get the most “bang for it’s buck” in terms of fuel.

PH pointed out that these types of initiatives would be a good way to create “green jobs”.

Cllr Cumpsty stressed that the coalition government and the council are serious about green jobs. There will be a national programme for mass insulation.  The council will find out if the scheme can be improved on. 
Cllr Cumpsty is an active member of Caversham GLOBE in his capacity as councillor and highly praised the work that the GLOBE groups carry out.  The council are pleased to be able to say that the funding for GLOBE groups will be reinstated.  The government are keen to support localisation.

Sustainable Local Economy – GREN pointed out that the Reading economy needs to be rebalanced.  Maybe, 33% of jobs in Reading are in IT or Financial Services, many of them in corporate HQ settings that involve significant emissions from commuting, since they are often providing jobs for people from outside Reading, rather than our residents. Cllr Cumpsty asked how to create a strong local economy.

He pointed out that 80 fruit trees had recently been planted in Mapledurham fields – PH mentioned the Abundance project which is currently underway as part of the Transition Town project.

JH pointed out that the new vision for Reading still seems to be focussed on the old global economy model although Cllr Swaine stressed that the council wanted to keep businesses local and that there would soon be a big initiative to support local businesses.  He went on to point out that local planning rules can have little impact on the mix of shops in the town.  Planning needs to be able to make sure shops meet local needs. Currently Reading CIC and BID manage the town centre.

JH pointed out that all the time there are tax breaks on empty buildings, they will stay empty.

In response to PH referring to Reading being identified as the No. 2 ‘clone town’ in the UK, Cllr Bayes suggested that Reading is a ‘clone town’ because the other towns copy Reading.  The council is committed to re-provisioning the market when the civic office area is re-developed. The market should be a starting point for small business to start up, then move into a shop, then into bigger shops in the town centre.

Cllr Swaine said that when the council are able to set local business rates so they can give local businesses preferential rates, this will bring benefits all round and the money generated will stay in the local economy. GREN also said that there are practical things that the Council can do to promote local business and shops, especially where it is the owner of land or buildings e.g. in neighbourhood centres. 
PH stressed that the council has a strategic role to play in creating the town’s environment and they mustn’t underestimate the council’s influence on what happens, even when it can’t actually do things itself. The councillors pointed out that civic life is driven by pride – mainly in the local economy but also to have pride in Reading’s environment itself.

The new administration has some business experience so will be more in touch with businesses needs.  Cllr Bayes suggested that one way to help retail businesses was to increase footfall.

Cllr Swaine shared some initiatives that will be coming soon – kerb side glass recycling and food waste collection.  He talked about a volunteer scheme in Cornwall that collects low energy light bulbs and disposes of them correctly, rather than the bulbs being thrown into the landfill waste.  He pointed out that it was all about getting people used to doing the right thing.

Engaging with the Community: PH raised the subject of community engagement and how the previous council’s timescales and deadlines did not allow time to properly engage with the community groups, enabling them to express their views about the future of our town and services.  PH suggested that the new council would hopefully want to be more involved and allow time for engaging with the community groups to get real feedback.  Cllr Bayes replied that the council would bear this in mind for future consultations.

The meeting wrapped up with a summary and next steps:

· Cllr Cumpsty will contact Cllr Richard Willis and suggest a meeting with GREN to discuss future strategy for cycling and walking in the town.

· There will be a community initiative regarding insulation.

· Local retail – the council will try to encourage a better mix of businesses and encourage local food production, e.g. the planting of fruit trees.

· Improved recycling services – moving the current scheme forward using community involvement.

· MA to contact Cllr Swaine to talk about Transition Town Reading.

· Funding for GLOBE groups to be reinstated
