
SOMERSET AREA’S 44
TH

 ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 

Holford Church Hall Saturday 17th February 2018 

42 members appended their names to the attendance list. 

Opening remarks from the chair:- 

The chairman welcomed everyone to the AGM and was pleased to see 
a much larger audience than last year. He thanked the chairman and 
members of West Somerset for hosting the venue and for a fine array of 
refreshments. Also to the chairman for an excellent walk. He welcomed 
Ramblers vice president, Kate Ashbrook. The chairman advised everyone that 
Woodspring will be the hosts for next year’s AGM and welcomed everyone to 
that meeting  

1. Apologies:- 

Les Stather 
Rod Carne 
Mike Plaskett 

2. Minutes of the AGM held on Saturday 18th February 2017 at Nether 
Stowey Church Hall:- 

A typo at item 10 was highlighted and will be corrected.  The word 
‘unopposed’ should be ‘Council’.  The amended minutes will then be put to 
council for acceptance.   

An error on the financial statement was brought to the attention of the 
treasurer.  The figures were shown on the wrong columns which made an 
incorrect statement.  This error has been identified as a continued error from 
previous years.  The treasurer agreed this is just a matter of amending the 
columns as the actual balances were correct.  The treasurer has agreed to 
amend the statements and present them to the next area council for 
acceptance.  

A further error in the minutes identified. Item 7, paragraph 4 identified 
Peter Gatonby.  This name was in error and should read  ‘Peter Gatenby.  
The chairman apologised for the error.  The minutes of the previous meeting 
will be amended to reflect the error. 

3. Matters Arising:- 

The area secretary advised everyone that the motion put forward to General 
Council that :‘The Ramblers should make every effort to ensure that any new 
agricultural payments system resulting from Brexit contains an effective 
mechanism to ensure that anyone in receipt of public funds meets their legal 
obligations with regard to public rights of way and other public access. 
Ramblers should work closely with other environmental groups, as well as 
landowners, to ensure that Government subsidies for agriculture encourage 

improvements to public access and other environmental benefits’. 

This motion was agreed at General Council 

Acceptance of the minutes of the 2017 AGM were proposed by Peter 
Gatenby and seconded by Carl Earl. There were no objections. 

 



4. Chairman’s Annual Report 2017-18 

Over the years Somerset Council members have discussed many ways 
to make Area more accountable to the groups within Somerset.  Previous 
chairs and secretaries have held workshops and spent numerous hours 
discussing the issues and have tried to integrate area council into the groups.  
A number of initiatives have been put forward but they have been mainly in 
vain and Somerset continues with 6 groups working to their own agendas. 

 As secretary a number of years ago I put this problem to the then CEO 
of Ramblers at a workshop being held in the South of England.  I was 
lambasted by one particular area chair for not doing enough to support the 
groups.  On further investigation I found this particular area actually managed 
all the walks for the groups.  The area also organised the social events and 
holidays.  After further investigation I found out the area concerned was 
probably not much bigger than one of our groups. To try to manage the 
groups in Somerset within an area of 4,171 square kilometres (1,610 sq mi), 
with no major arterial roads outside the M5, would require a massive 
organisation. Therefore it is only reasonable and sensible to allow each group 
to work individually but retain a level of responsibility to the area council.  
Central office has long been opposed to removing areas as it would require a 
huge organisation to manage the 550 or so individual groups in England.  

I later discussed these issues with the then CEO and asked what we 
should do to be more accountable.  His response was to continue in the best 
way we saw fit.  Not very helpful but it gave the signal for area council to 
continue to manage the groups in a way we found suitable for our 
circumstances. 

My secretary recently provided me with his views on the matter for 

ensuring we retain an area council: 

“I am fully aware that Woodspring is in North Somerset and deal 

directly with North Somerset Council.  Woodspring has the luxury of having 

one group dealing directly with their Unitary Authority.  The other groups have 

to deal with Somerset County Council Rights of Way team and I think we are 

stronger together. 

The Rights of Way Network is the most important thing for all walkers. 

Therefore protecting it and improving it is our key task. Without this, walking 

would not be as enjoyable as it is. We all remember the time when we tried to 

follow a path and it either just was not there or was impassable. This is rare 

now and we have processes to report the problem and we have working 

parties to fix them. 

Protecting our rights of way requires dedicated people with skill and 

knowledge and we are lucky to have our area footpath secretary in Somerset 

to do this.  If area council did not exist then it would not be so easy to call on 

the area footpath secretary, Carl Earle, to utilise his expertise on behalf of all 

groups in Somerset. I do not believe we would have as much influence on 

Somerset County Council if groups acted independently.  Carl will also be 

called upon by Woodspring if matters call for central office intervention as 

central office will mainly deal directly with area. 



So, if only to protect Rights of Way, I believe Area is essential and must 

be retained”. 

Two major factors we cannot do without in area are finance and 
Information Technology.  We must have a treasurer or Central office will have 
a major problem. It has already been stated that central office are unable to 
manage individual groups and need area to do this on their behalf.  I would 
like to thank our current treasurer Robin for maintaining a healthy and 
accurate bank account. 

Many of our members, although very IT literate, still require a paper 
copy of many aspects.  I believe we need a good newsletter to keep all our 
members informed on issues, not only within Somerset but items of 
importance raised by central office.  I would like to thank Mavis for providing 
everyone with an excellent newsletter every 4 months.  This does require 
additional articles from groups to keep the interest factor going and I ask all 
group chairs to try to get this message out to their members.  It may be 
something a member has encountered on a walk or holiday.  It may be a 
peculiarity or a walk of historical interest. Please help Mavis keep this 
newsletter going and of interest to our members. 

One item which has always been successful is the annual area holiday.  
This has attracted over 70 members each year. I will say though that this is 
not completely managed by council but by volunteers from within the groups.  
The planning, organisation and managing of a holiday on such a large scale is 
huge and I thank Rod Carne and Peggy Fortunati for the work they put in to 
find suitable accommodation for such a large group, and at very reasonable 
prices, to make the holidays such a success.  Of course a walking holiday will 
not be of much use if there are no walks.  Once again it takes a considerable 
amount of time and effort to find up to 4 walks a day and get walk leaders to 
reconnoitre and lead these walks.  I thank Les Stather for his work into looking 
for walks and the volunteers to lead them.  I will add at this point that Les has 
the biggest problem trying to find leaders for the shorter walks.  Unfortunately 
the shorter walks are what the majority of walkers want to do but are not 
prepared to lead them.  When I look at the group’s programmes I know that a 
lot of the walks are of a length commensurate with the favourite walks on the 
holiday.  I therefore ask everyone to step up and help Les by leading the 
walks. 

 Many of you will know that Ramblers recently lost a battle to retain a 
long established footpath at High Ham.  This particular footpath was just a 
part of one long Public Right of Way which has now been rendered more or 
less redundant.  There are reasons why we lost this case and Central Office 
will not  contest the outcome as it is possible a precedence may be set if we 
lose it again.  I can inform you that our area footpath secretary is investigating 
a diversion. 

Most of our groups have footpath maintenance teams who go out 
weekly or monthly to keep our footpaths open.  They do vegetation clearance; 
install pedestrian gates and kissing gates; footbridges are repaired or 
replaced completely;  steps are dug into banks.  All this work goes into 
making our PROW accessible to everyone. This work does have financial 
implications both to the local authorities, councils and of course our 
volunteers.  Whichever way the funds are found we all know that without our 
volunteers going out there we will not have the ability we enjoy to walk the 



paths and keep them open for everyone.  On behalf of Ramblers I would like 
to thank all our footpath managers and volunteers for their time and effort. 

Membership in Ramblers continues to decline slowly, however I am 
pleased to report that area membership went against the trend with a 2% 
increase. West Somerset showed the biggest increase with 31 additional 
members.  

This will be my last AGM as Chairman, Les Stather is taking over, 
subject to endorsement later on. I am pleased to advise you that we also have 
a nomination for secretary.  Philip Bisatt has volunteered to stand for election.  
Robin Downton will also be seeking re election as treasurer. 

At previous council meetings it was agreed that the positions of chair 
and secretary would be on a rotational basis for one year.  A member from 
each group would stand for secretary then, after one year, would stand for 
chair for one year. It is possible that the new chair and secretary love the 
power and glory so much they will not want to relinquish them next year.  
However, should they wish to carry on with the agreed rotation I urge each 
group in turn to look at providing a volunteer to stand for secretary.    

It only remains for me to thank the area council members for their 
support over the last year, and wish them well for the next year. 

The AGM next year will be hosted by Woodspring.  So you haven’t 
seen the last of me just yet. 

The annual report was proposed by Peter Gatenby and seconded by 
John Malin.  

5. Receipt and adoption of the audited statement of accounts:- 

The Treasurer presented the audited accounts, copy attached below. 
The adoption of the accounts was proposed by Carlton Earl, seconded by 
Phillip Bisatt  and carried unanimously. 

6. Election of Honorary Officers: 

The Chairman has already announced he would be standing down at this 
AGM and it was agreed at previous area councils that members from council, 
or other members from within the groups, would be asked to volunteer for the 
posts of Chair, Secretary and Treasurer. The following members have 
volunteered to stand: 

Chair. Les Stather Proposed by Carl Earl. Seconded by 

 Sandy Swayne.  There were no objections. 

Secretary. Philip Bissat.  Proposed by Maggie Thompson 

 seconded by Reg Young.  There were no 

 objections. 

Treasurer. Robin Downton. Proposed by John Malin. 

 Seconded by Ivor Sutton.  There were no 

 objections. 

The following officers have agreed to stand: 

Footpath Secretary Carl Earl. 

Membership Secretary Les Stather 



Newsletter Editor Mavis Monahan. 

Webmaster Les Stather.  In his absence it was assumed he 

 wishes to continue in the post. 

7. Election of two individual members 

The secretary informed the chair and members that he did not think it 
plausible that we should ask for individual members while we are unable to 
find honorary members. As area now have full members the chairman asked 
if anyone would like to volunteer as an individual member.  There were no 
takers for these posts. 

8. Appointment of a deputy Chairman. 

The chairman asked members if anyone would like to take on this post as it 
had been vacant for a number of years.  There were no volunteers for this 
post. 

9. Appointment of an independent examiner. 

Mr T Sheehan has agreed to continue. 

10. Nominations to General Council 2018 University of Bangor Saturday 7 
April to Sunday 8 April 2018.  

The General Council is the ruling body of the ramblers and every area is 

allowed to send voting delegates to the annual meeting.  Numbers of voting 

members depend on the size of the area, with a maximum of 2. Observers 

can also be sent but cannot vote on the motions or speak.  It elects the 

trustees, Chairman and Treasurer.  The trustees can decide not to proceed 

with passed motions but have to explain why to the next General Council.  We 

currently have one Somerset representatives Maggie Thompson from 

Woodspring.  One further delegate is being sought. 

11. Directions to Area Council 

There were no directions from area. 

12. Short presentation from Kate Ashbrook, Vice President of Ramblers 

Kate gave a small presentation during which she gave a special vote of 
thanks to our footpath secretary Carl Earl for the huge amount of work he 
does to ensure our footpaths are kept open to the best of his ability.  Kate also 
thanked all the members and volunteers who do such a huge amount of work 
to ensure the PROW remain open. 

13. The Chairman closed the formal aspects of the AGM then introduced Mr Dan 
Barnett from Exmoor national Park. 

  

The meeting closed at 2:50 PM. 
 
David Thompson 
Chairman and stand in secretary. 
Ramblers Somerset Area. 


