North Lodge Parish Council

Annual Report 2024-2025

This report covers the year from the Council meeting in May 2024 to the
meeting in April 2025.

With the greatest regret, in February we received the sad news that Councillor
Elsie Forrester had passed away. Elsie had been a Councillor for nearly
eighteen years and during that time had served for various terms as
Chairman, Vice-Chairman, Publicity Portfolio Holder and Meetings of
Partnership Organisations Portfolio Holder. Elsie had represented the Council
at numerous meetings of the Durham County Council (DCC) Area Action
Partnership and the County Durham Association of Local Councils where she
had chaired many of these meetings. She was also involved with the Guides
and the Durham Diocesan Synod and was a regular attendee at both the
North Lodge and Chester-le-Street Remembrance Services. At the Council
meeting in February, a minute’s silence was observed. Elsie was passionate
about public service and it was no surprise therefore that St John’s Church,
Birtley was full, including several Councillors and the Clerk, for her funeral
service. Elsie will be missed by her family, friends, colleagues from many
organisations and by everyone at North Lodge Parish Council.

In March, we learned the sad news of the death of former Councillor Brian
McArthur. Brian had been a Councillor for twenty-one years to 2002 when he
resigned and he was remembered as having always been a very active
Councillor. The Chairman expressed the condolences of the Council to
Brian’s widow, Joan.

In May 2024, at the General Election, Kevan Jones stepped down as our MP.
The Council thanked him for all the help and support he had given to the
Parish Council on many matters since his election to Parliament in 2001. He
is now the Rt Hon. the Lord Beamish and is a current member of the House of
Lords.

Before the May 2025 local elections, we received from DCC a Notice of

Uncontested Election. Therefore, all eight Councillors have been returned to
the Parish Council. In addition, we welcome new Councillor Glenn Batey and
we look forward to working with Councillor Batey for the benefit of the Parish.

The work of the Parish Council is divided into various Portfolios and a
summary of each one follows.



Communications and Media Development

The Council’s X (formerly Twitter) and Facebook pages continue to receive
many visits. There have been numerous posts on a wide variety of local and
national topics such as the 50" anniversary of the Durham and Darlington Fire
and Rescue Service, the dangers of open water, an award for Beamish
Museum, the Police’s Activity Week, the Chester-le-Street Steam Fair, the
recruitment of local air cadets and many more. Website hosting was renewed
for a further year with Madhouse Media Ltd who have an office on the Drum
Industrial Estate. Madhouse also provided a new and improved design for the
website which continues to be up-dated at regular intervals by the Clerk.
Council Minutes, Agendas, dates of meetings, financial information and items
of interest and information are contained on the site. Like many organisations
and individuals, we have experienced a number of bogus/fake emails. It is
important to remain alert and curious about the source and content of emails
to minimise the chances of falling victim to fraud. The Council’s annual
Newsletter was expanded to include all eleven winning D-Day 80 posters
from the Civic Arts Awards competition with Park View School. There were
many positive responses from residents. The Newsletter, collated by
Councillor Maureen May with our grateful thanks, is delivered by Councillors
to each household in the Parish. The Council thanks all who contribute to its
production and distribution. The Newsletter can also be accessed via the
Council’s website.

Social media is an important part of the Council’s approach to enhancing
contact with the North Lodge community and we thank Portfolio Holder
Councillor Chris Veitch for his work in ensuring our posts are interesting and
relevant.

Crime and Community Safety

Although we have faced an increased amount of anti-social behaviour
incidents this year, overall we continue to experience very low crime levels in
our Parish. There have been instances of anti-social behaviour such as graffiti
and dog waste not being picked up. On this latter point, we again approached
the DCC Neighbourhood Wardens for their help to change attitudes of the
small number of dog walkers who create such an unpleasant environment for
others. Unauthorised advertising stickers were reported to the Police and
removed by a concerned resident. Camps have appeared from time to time in
the woods alongside the A693 road, and residents raised concerns regarding
activity at stables at Low Flatts. There were a very small number of
thefts/attempted thefts from cars. We continue to liaise with the Police and
DCC, as appropriate, on all matters of anti-social behaviour. There has been
a welcome increased frequency of attendance of the police speed camera in
Blind Lane which we consider to be necessary and important. We also
continued to seek clarification regarding air pollution monitoring in the Blind
Lane/North Road area. In response to residents' concerns about stationary




vehicles blocking a clear view at the junctions of Longdean Park and Low
Flatts Road with North Road, Councillor Gregory continues to liaise with DCC
Highways Department regarding new road markings for that area. Included in
the work schedule is the repainting of the road markings near the school
entrance in Lombard Drive. The road markings have been reinstated at the
pedestrian crossing in North Road. In September, PCSO Christine Taylor
retired and we sent our thanks for all the help and support that she had
provided in the Parish. Paige Goodwill is the new PCSO for North Lodge.
Councillor Gregory’s reports to Council meetings always contain much useful
and helpful information from the Police, Fire Service, DCC and other
organisations on national, regional and local levels.

Portfolio Holder Councillor Jackie Gregory maintains a close link between the
Council, the Police and other agencies which greatly contributes to the low
levels of crime in the Parish. We thank Councillor Gregory for all her work on
this busy Portfolio.

Finance

Financial matters continue to be carefully planned, budgeted for and
controlled by the Council, including a four year financial plan prepared by
Councillor Craig Martin, and we again received a “clean” report from our
auditors. We set a the Precept for 2025/2026 at £31.50 per Band D equivalent
house, last increased in 2018/2019. It is an essential part of our duties that we
provide best value for our residents and we believe that we are achieving that.
The Precept enables the Council to provide enhanced services, such as play
facilities, flower beds and bus shelters, to those provided by DCC and also
allows us to engage with organisations such as DCC on matters of
importance to individual residents. Organisations receiving a donation from
the Council included the Poppy Appeal, Wag and Company, and the
Alzheimer’s Society (in memory of Councillor Elsie Forrester). Due to the
introduction by our bankers of charging on our current account, we sought
alternative banking facilities but there were none offered that were any better.
In October, we responded to DCC’s consultation on its budget for 2025/2026
expressing concern at potential budget cuts, increased Council Tax and
declining standards.

Councillor Chris Veitch, as our Finance Portfolio Holder, takes an active role
in this central aspect of the Council’s activities. The Parish Council always
welcomes suggestions from Councillors and residents for project ideas which
might provide lasting benefit to the Parish.

Highways and Community Assets

Councillor Patrick Driscoll is our Portfolio Holder and he makes regular
informal inspections of the bus shelters and public seating. Regrettably,
noticeboards and bus shelter display cabinets have been broken into and D-
Day 80 posters stolen from them. Recurring instances of graffiti have been an




annoyance. An unauthorised “For Sale” signh was reported to DCC. The
deteriorating seat at the Barley Mow bus shelter is to be replaced as will other
metal seats around the Parish whenever they become life expired. Regular
concerns have been received regarding the provision of litter bins in the North
Road area and we have continued to press DCC to satisfactorily address
these concerns. We invested in a new set of LED lights for the North Road
Christmas Tree and this improved display was well received by residents.
Councillor Chris Veitch has organised several community litter picks around
the Parish, with some residents and Parish Councillors joining in. The Council
thanks all those who have taken part as this helps greatly to maintain the
Parish to a high standard.

Our thanks go to Councillor Driscoll as Portfolio Holder but also as a resident
who voluntarily carries out general cleaning and tidying of the bus shelters
and seating which helps greatly in presenting the Parish in its best light.

Horticulture

It is vital that we do everything we can to keep North Lodge an attractive place
to live and work so Horticulture is an extremely important function of the
Council. There are over 20 flower and shrub beds planted up around the
Parish and these are given regular care and attention by the Council garden
contractor, Makepeace Landscapes. At the entrance to Picktree Lodge, we
have taken over responsibility from DCC for the beds there. Extra soil was
added to beds throughout the Parish to gain more height. The Millennium Bed
at Lombard Drive was refurbished, this being financed by a Neighbourhood
Budget grant from County Councillor Craig Martin for which we record our
thanks. There are several other current projects, including the planting of
celebration trees in Vigo Lane, which await funding. Councillors hope to have
a productive discussion with the DCC Clean and Green Team regarding their
planting at Northlands roundabout.

The work of the Horticulture sub-group (currently consisting of Councillors
Maureen May, Margaret Caygill and Suzanne Brown), both in making
recommendations to the full Council and carrying out various individual tasks,
has been of enormous benéefit to the Council and our thanks go to the sub-
group members for all their valuable work.

Thanks also go in particular to Councillor Maureen May as Portfolio Holder for
this busy section of our work.

Meetings of Partnership Organisations

Following the death of the Portfolio Holder Councillor Elsie Forrester,
Councillor Maureen May kindly agreed to step in and continues to provide
regular and important information from the Area Action Partnership (AAP) and
from the County Durham Association of Local Councils (CDALC). Councillor
May attends numerous meetings on behalf of the Council and her feedback
ensures that all Councillors are kept up-to-date on matters affecting local




government and people in Chester-le-Street and the County. With the closure
of the AAP and the establishment of its replacement, the Local Network,
Councillor May provided an overview of the significant changes.

We thank Councillor May for keeping us up-to-date on many local and
County-wide matters.

Picktree Village

This Portfolio was created in May 2024 in response to the growing awareness
of the Parish Council’s activities in the Village. Councillor Suzanne Brown, a
resident of the Village, was elected as the first Portfolio Holder. Councillor
Brown has reported on many issues including the speed of traffic, the amount
of litter and the establishment of good communications with Lambton Estate.
Residents commented positively on the appearance of beds and borders. The
provision of a Christmas Tree was again welcomed although it is hoped that
the quality of the lights can be improved on for future displays.

We thank Councillor Brown for representing the interests of residents in this
significant new Portfolio.

Planning
There is not at present a Planning Portfolio Holder. However, the Clerk

updates all Councillors weekly with advice of every new planning application
in the Parish and these are discussed, where necessary, at the regular
meetings of the Council. Amongst the applications reviewed by the Council
was a Licensing Application for Lambton Estate to which no objections were
raised.

Play Areas
The two play areas in the Parish are extremely important for the welfare of

residents. The Merlin Drive play area is owned by DCC whilst the Low Flatts
play area is Parish Council owned. Portfolio Holder Councillor Margaret
Caygill monitors both, and liaises with DCC on any issues that arise. At Low
Flatts, there were a few instances of anti-social behaviour including dog
fouling (the DCC Neighbourhood Wardens were asked to help in tackling this
nuisance) and mounds of dog hairs left across the field. The replacement goal
posts, following damage to the originals by vandalism, were installed. A new
gate to the play equipment area was installed by DCC. A new seat was
installed thanks to a very generous donation from the family of former resident
Alan Robson as a memorial to him. At Merlin Drive, an old Parish Council
Play Area sign was removed and disposed of.

Our thanks go to Councillor Caygill for overseeing these highly regarded
facilities.



Policy and Governance

Councillor Dennis Hall, as Portfolio Holder, has kept the Council informed on
many matters affecting our sector of Local Government including information
from central Government, the Local Government Association and the National
Association of Local Councils. Topics included a wide range such as
virtual/hybrid meetings, proposed reforms to the National Planning Policy
Framework, the overhaul of local planning committees, the English Devolution
white paper, and strengthening the standards and conduct framework.
Councillor Hall considered that some of these proposals could lead to the
most significant changes to local government since 1972. We reviewed and
revised our Financial Regulations and we reviewed and approved our Annual
Risk Assessment. Councillor Hall also considered what the Council might do
to encourage community engagement.

We thank Councillor Hall for keeping us informed on so many wider issues
affecting Parish Councils.

Project Development, Business and External Relations

The Portfolio Holder is Councillor Craig Martin who, having being our County
Councillor until the 2025 elections, has been in an ideal position to guide the
Council on these matters. A major and substantial project in development at
present is the commissioning and eventual installation of an artwork at the
entrance to Lombard Drive to become a focal point for the community.
Previously being developed by the North Lodge Remembrance Group with
the help of Councillor Martin, this project has now been adopted by the Parish
Council with Councillor Chris Veitch as the lead. Councillors have had several
meetings with the artist for the project, Graeme Hopper. Very importantly, full
funding for the project has been finalised with the great majority of it coming
from a DCC S106 agreement (Section 106 of the Town and Country Planning
Act 1990). It is recognised that Councillor Martin has already given much time
to the progress of this project, continues to do so and we thank him for all his
efforts.

Meetings and Events Attended

During the year, Councillors have represented the Council at many external
meetings, workshops and events. These include meetings of the CDALC
Chester-le-Street and District Sub-Committee, CDALC Smaller Councils
Forum, the DCC Area Action Partnership, meetings with representatives of
Park View School, meetings with representatives of Chester-le-Street Art
Society and meetings with officers of DCC. At the greatly appreciated North
Lodge Remembrance Group event on 11" November at North Road,
arranged by Group member Chris Veitch, several Councillors including the
Chairman, who laid a wreath, were in attendance together with many
residents, the Clerk and representatives of local businesses. At the
Remembrance Day Service on 10" November, the Chairman also laid a




wreath on behalf of the Council. The Parish Council thanks all those
Councillors who have represented the Council in these many and various
matters. This is a function that is of great importance in establishing and
presenting the views of our residents.

Other Community Matters

In a rewarding partnership, the Co-op warehouse team and the Parish
Council arranged for the cutting back of heavily overgrown vegetation along
the much used path between Low Flatts and the Drum Industrial Estate. The
only expense incurred by the Council for this substantial work was for the
provision of refreshments to the volunteers. Councillors Patrick Driscoll and
Margaret Caygill, together with the Clerk, attended Park View School to
present prizes to the winners of the Council’s Civic Arts Awards, the theme of
which was D-Day 80. Winning posters were displayed in the Council’s bus
shelter display cases, noticeboards and in the Lambton Worm and
Wheatsheaf pubs with their kind assistance, as well as featuring in the
Council’s annual Newsletter. At the D-Day 80 commemoration, the North
Lodge Remembrance Group held a memorial ceremony, attended by many
Councillors and the Clerk, at which the Council’'s two Lamp Lights of Peace
were lit. Our thanks go to Group member Chris Veitch for arranging a most
poignant event. Councillor Caygill is in discussions with the Chester-le-Street
Art Society regarding new posters for the noticeboards and bus shelter
display cabinets. We expressed concerns to Go North East regarding the
declining standard of service on the number 21 bus route and received
assurances that new buses were to be introduced in 2026.

We have been contacted by residents on many varied matters and have
responded in, we hope, a manner that encourages such contact. We expect
to deal with all contacts in the speediest and most effective way possible.
Residents can contact the Council by using the contact link on the website
https://www.northlodgeparishcouncil.gov.uk/ or by telephoning 0191 3892516
or in writing to 21 Lyndhurst Avenue Chester-le-Street DH3 4AR or by
contacting any Councillor directly. Our noticeboards are situated at North
Road (near the Lambton Worm pub), at the entrance to Lombard Drive from
North Road, at Merlin Drive play area, at Picktree Village alongside the stone-
built bus shelter, at Picktree Lodge estate (between numbers 28 and 30) and
on Vigo Lane at the west entrance to Wanstead Crescent.

Working with the County Councillor

The Parish Council considers it extremely important and beneficial to have a

good working relationship with the County Councillor and such a relationship

has been well established with Councillor Craig Martin. In April 2025, with the
local elections bringing an end to his four year term, County Councillor Martin
thanked the Council for providing scrutiny of his work which had been a great
help to him. Councillors thanked the County Councillor for all his help and




support over the term. Following the elections, the Parish Council will
continue to seek a strong and positive relationship with the County Councillor
to provide the best service to our residents.

Acknowledgements

Thanks are due to the Chairman (Councillor Patrick Driscoll), Vice-Chairman
(Councillor Craig Martin) and all Councillors who have contributed so much
time and effort to the achievements of the Council. Thanks are also due to
County Councillor Craig Martin for his close involvement and interest in the
Parish. The Parish Council values its relationships with the County Council,
the Police and Park View School, all of whom show that they share our aim of
improving North Lodge for the benefit of our residents and for the benefit of
those who work here. In July, we sent a welcome message to our new MP
Luke Akehurst and hope to establish a good working relationship with him in
the near future.

Finally, there are two seats available on the Parish Council for any residents
interested in serving their community. Please contact the Clerk or any
Councillor if you would like more information. We always welcome the
involvement of residents and local businesses in Parish matters and we will
continue to strive for the improvement of North Lodge Parish.

David Murrell
Clerk, North Lodge Parish Council 25th April 2025



