County Councillor Report – July/August 2026
Dear Parish Councillors,
As you know, July has brought one of the most significant decisions about Devon’s future in generations. The Government’s announcement that Devon County Council, North Devon Council and the other district councils will be abolished and replaced by four new unitary authorities from April 2028 has dominated my work this month.
Alongside responding to that decision, I have been working to establish the Road Warden scheme across the Chulmleigh and Landkey division, talking to farmers about the growing number of bluetongue cases in North Devon, and continuing to press South West Water about storm overflow discharges and the reports of children becoming unwell after playing in the Little Dart River.
These issues are very different in scale, but each demonstrates the importance of strong local representation. Whether we are discussing the future structure of local government or repairing a pothole on an unclassified lane, decisions work best when local knowledge is heard and communities are properly involved.

Local Government Reorganisation
Further to my last email, I have now chaired the first meeting of Devon County Council’s new Local Government Reorganisation Scrutiny Committee. Our role is not to revisit the Government’s decision, but to scrutinise how Devon County Council prepares for the transition and to help ensure that services remain safe and legal when the new authorities take over on 1st April 2028. 
The committee must identify risks early, follow the evidence and make practical recommendations before decisions are taken. The transition programme is expected to be substantial, with officers estimating that the Devon-wide implementation arrangements will involve hundreds of staff changes, alongside staff continuing to deliver their normal responsibilities.
The financial position remains one of the largest unanswered questions. The Government has indicated that each new unitary authority will receive £900,000 towards transition costs, with a further £150,000 to support leadership continuity across adult social care, children’s services and public health. There was little confidence in the meeting that this funding would come close to meeting the full cost. The overall transition figure is still being recalculated and officers expect to have a clearer picture in the autumn. I have asked for regular reporting which shows both the amount spent and the latest forecast, alongside the less visible costs of staff being diverted from existing work. This is important for parishes because any pressure on county and district budgets, staff capacity or service delivery will inevitably be felt most sharply at community level.

Town and parish councils will not be represented on the initial statutory joint committees which will oversee the creation of the new authorities, I feel that this is the start of the democratic deficit we’re going to feel. Officers advised us that a more formal role for parishes is expected to come later when neighbourhood governance arrangements are developed. I do not believe that parishes should have to wait until that stage before their experience and concerns are heard. I therefore supported calls for the committee to engage directly with DALC, as well as parish and town councils which are not DALC members. Parish councils are often the first bodies residents approach when services fail or responsibilities are unclear. They may also face requests to take on additional services, assets or responsibilities, with the cost ultimately falling on the local precept. Any such changes must be properly funded and agreed, rather than simply passed down by larger authorities seeking savings.
We also discussed the future of local authority assets, including buildings, land, depots, vehicles and community facilities. No agreement has yet been reached on how these will be divided between the four successor councils. The usual starting point is that an asset would transfer to the new authority covering the area in which it is located, but officers confirmed that this will not always be practical, particularly where a depot or facility serves communities across a new boundary. A Devon-wide assets group is being established to negotiate these arrangements. Statutory protections are also expected to restrict the sale of assets later in the process, but these are not yet in force. This will be an important area for parish councils, particularly where there may be an interest in community asset transfer. I will be pressing for local councils to receive clear information before decisions are made and for them not to be encouraged to take on buildings or services without a full understanding of the long-term liabilities.
The committee also examined the interim warding arrangements for the shadow authority elections expected in May 2027. The Government has required the eleven councils across Devon, Plymouth and Torbay to submit proposed arrangements by 17th August, giving elections teams only a matter of weeks to undertake work that would normally take considerably longer. I raised concerns about the proposed number of councillors and the risk that rural areas will begin life in the new authorities with significantly less effective representation. Rural councillors already cover larger geographical areas, far greater lengths of road, and many more parish councils than their urban counterparts. The interim wards may also divide communities or place neighbouring villages in different authorities, while multi-member wards may be unavoidable because of the compressed timetable. County councillors are being asked to identify communities which could be severed by the proposed arrangements, and I will ensure that concerns affecting this division are fed into that work.

Finally, the committee agreed that the continuity of public services must remain the central measure of whether the transition is succeeding. Residents will not judge LGR by programme boards or organisational charts, but by whether roads are repaired, vulnerable children and adults remain supported, planning and regulatory work continues, and officers are available to respond. Some county and district projects extend beyond April 2028, while others may need to be delayed or reprioritised as staff are moved into transition work. I have asked for regular scrutiny of service continuity, workforce capacity, staff retention, and the LGR risk register. The minimum requirement is a safe and lawful transfer, but our ambition must be to create four functioning and financially sustainable councils without weakening services or shifting unfunded pressures onto parish councils.

Road Warden scheme and call for volunteers
I am pleased to report that, with the support of Chulmleigh Parish Council, I have now completed the training required to become a Road Warden.
Devon Highways has confirmed that I can also be nominated as a Road Warden by the other parish councils within my division – thank you to those parishes that have already added me to their roster. With the support of local volunteers, this would allow us to carry out certain minor works, including:
· Repairing potholes that do not meet the formal safety-defect criteria.
· Cleaning signs.
· Clearing gullies.
· Cutting back limited vegetation and overgrowth.
The scheme can operate on roads with 20mph, 30mph or 40mph limits and on unclassified rural lanes. Safety defects must still be reported through Devon County Council’s normal reporting system so that they can be assessed and repaired by the highway authority.
I will not be able to repair every pothole across ten parishes personally. However, by working with parish councils and small teams of volunteers, I believe we can tackle many of the irritating minor defects that might otherwise remain for a long time or develop into more expensive problems.
I am therefore asking each parish council to consider three things:
First, whether you would like to nominate me as one of your Road Wardens. This requires a short email from the parish council to me and to communityselfhelp@devon.gov.uk confirming the nomination.
Second, whether you can identify two or three volunteers who would be willing to help. Volunteers need to complete a short online course, lasting less than an hour. They do not all need to undertake physical work, as volunteers are also required to watch for traffic and help maintain a safe working area.
Third, I would welcome a prioritised list of suitable potholes within each parish, with a What3Words location for each one. The repair material is delivered in pallets of 52 tubs, with each tub capable of repairing approximately two or three potholes. It has a shelf life of only six months, so we will need a good list of locations and a plan to use it efficiently.
This scheme is not a substitute for Devon County Council properly funding and maintaining its highway network. Volunteers should not be expected to take responsibility for dangerous defects, structural failures, or work that ought to be completed professionally.
However, it does provide communities with another tool for dealing with smaller problems. It may also allow us to prevent minor surface damage becoming a much larger and more expensive repair.
I am happy to receive the repair materials and store the traffic-management equipment. Please send me nominations, volunteer names and suggested locations as soon as possible so that we can begin organising the first rounds of work.

Bluetongue in North Devon
I have also been contacting farmers and livestock keepers following confirmed cases of bluetongue virus serotype 3 in Devon.
Bluetongue is a notifiable viral disease affecting ruminants including sheep, cattle, goats and deer, as well as camelids such as llamas and alpacas. It is principally spread by biting midges rather than direct contact between animals. It does not affect people and there is no risk to human health or food safety.
However, it can cause serious illness and death in livestock, particularly sheep. Signs can include fever, facial swelling, drooling, nasal discharge, sores or crusting around the mouth and nose, lameness, lethargy, loss of condition and reddening around the teats. Some animals may carry the infection without displaying obvious symptoms. We have had dozens of deaths in our division in July, with a handful being formally confirmed by DEFRA as bluetongue.
Throughout July, cases were confirmed in Devon involving sheep and cattle. Reported symptoms included swollen faces, excessive salivation, fever, lameness, lesions around the mouth and nose, crusting of the muzzle and loss of body condition. England remains within a countrywide bluetongue restricted zone, although animals can generally be moved within England without a specific bluetongue licence or pre-movement test.
I would strongly encourage farmers to:
· Monitor susceptible animals carefully and seek veterinary advice promptly where they have concerns.
· Report suspected bluetongue immediately, as it is a notifiable disease.
· Discuss vaccination with their vet.
· Check the current rules before moving animals.
· Maintain good records and avoid assuming that unusual lameness, swelling or loss of condition is simply caused by the weather.
Vaccination will not necessarily prevent every infection, but it can reduce clinical signs, deaths and production losses. Farmers should discuss the timing and suitability of vaccination with their vet, particularly because protection takes time to develop.
This is already an extremely challenging period for farming. Livestock businesses are managing tight margins, changing support schemes, unpredictable weather and increasing regulatory demands. A serious animal disease outbreak brings further emotional and financial pressure. I’m very worried about the mental health of our farmers and their families. I can help signpost you and your residents to organisations and resources that can help. We need to make sure that our farmers are not suffering alone.
Please share this warning through parish newsletters, farming networks, and community pages if possible. Early recognition, community support, and rapid veterinary advice could make a significant difference.

Meeting with South West Water
I have now met representatives from South West Water to raise concerns about the Little Dart River and reports that children became unwell after playing in the water near Two Bridges in Chawleigh. I am writing up our meeting in full shortly.
I asked directly what investigation had taken place, what South West Water knew about relevant storm overflow operations, how its monitoring data was validated and whether the company could rule out any relationship between its infrastructure and the reported illnesses.
It remains important to be accurate. No definitive causal link has been established between a storm overflow discharge and the children becoming unwell. Establishing such a link would require appropriate medical and environmental evidence, and I will not make claims that go beyond what can be demonstrated.
However, the absence of a proven link does not make the wider concerns disappear.
The Witheridge storm overflow, 11km upstream of the location recorded a discharge lasting approximately 16 hours shortly before the children played in the river. South West Water has explained that the initial information shown on public monitoring platforms is derived from Event Duration Monitors and is subsequently checked against rainfall, telemetry and operational information.
I pressed the company about the phrase used in its earlier response that storm overflows had been “operating as they should”. That may describe compliance with the current system, but it is not a satisfactory answer for residents worried about public health or the condition of their river.
A sewerage system may be operating as designed while still producing an unacceptable outcome. Storm overflows were intended to protect homes and businesses from sewage backing up during exceptional conditions. They should not become a routine means of compensating for inadequate capacity or insufficient investment.
I also asked what investment is planned for the relevant treatment works and sewerage network, how the company assesses the cumulative impact of repeated discharges, and what further public information can be provided.
I will continue pressing for clear answers and will share further information when it is available. I also remain in contact with Environmental Health and other agencies with responsibilities for public health and water quality.
Our rivers are not simply drainage channels. They support wildlife, farming, recreation and the character of our communities. During hotter summers, families will understandably use rivers as places to paddle and cool down. They should be able to do so without having to search several monitoring systems or wonder whether sewage has recently entered the water.
Whatever the eventual conclusion about this particular incident, the underlying system requires stronger accountability, better monitoring, and sustained investment.

Proposed data centre and battery storage development
I am continuing to follow the emerging proposal for a very large data-centre campus and Battery Energy Storage System between Great Torrington, Weare Giffard, and Huntshaw.
Although the development lies outside my division, its scale means that it could have implications across North Devon and Torridge. Concerns include the loss of productive agricultural land, landscape and biodiversity impacts, water and energy use, construction traffic, noise, heat and pressure upon local infrastructure.
No planning application had been submitted at the time of writing, and separate applications are expected for the data centre and battery facility. Public engagement events previously planned by the developer have been “postponed”.
I support investment in renewable energy, electricity storage, and good-quality employment, but that does not mean every development is appropriate in every location. Projects of this scale must be supported by transparent evidence and subject to thorough environmental, highways, and community scrutiny. This proposal seems wholly inappropriate for the location and I will keep you all updated as to its progress.

Locality Budget
My Locality Budget remains open for applications, although a significant proportion has already been allocated or discussed with community organisations.
I am particularly interested in projects that support children and young people, reduce isolation, protect community facilities, improve access to nature, or strengthen local resilience. Parish councils and community groups are welcome to contact me before submitting an application so that we can discuss eligibility and the information required.

Finally
Thank you for the support, information and local knowledge parish councils continue to provide.
The coming period of Local Government Reorganisation will create uncertainty, but existing councils remain responsible for delivering services until April 2028. The transition must not become an excuse for delayed decisions, weaker maintenance or reduced accountability.
At the same time, practical local initiatives and community groups will continue to be vital. As democratic institutions seem to be moving further away from us, our residents will look to parish councils even more for support.
It remains a privilege to represent Chulmleigh and Landkey Division and to work alongside each of your councils.
All the best,
Cllr Ed Tyldesley
Devon County Councillor for Chulmleigh and Landkey


