Bill Morris’s Funeral Speech

Bill - the most public-spirited man I knew
My involvements with him were many in number over the last decades, but I will briefly describe two, the Christmas Lights and the Neighbourhood Plan
I first came across Bill on the Christmas lights, probably 10-15 years ago
At that time, he was both designer, creator of the innards of the grey power boxes that power the light strings on numerous local shops and offices, the “builder” of the hundreds of those light strings needed to light most of the main streets of Welwyn, the uplighters on the trees, and the “star on top of the Christmas tree!”
People probably think that in early November we just pull the wheelie bins out of the former toilet blocks near the Parish Centre, and off we go plugging in and powering up
Nothing could be further from the truth!
In early October Bill, and in the last few years, his able apprentice Ian Thompson, here today, wave Ian!
They pulled all the light strings and other paraphernalia out onto the floor of the Parish Centre, and over the course of 2-4 weeks, depending on the number of light string failures, they tested and often reconstructed numerous 20-30 metres of lights, metal hawsers, tiny tie wraps and carabiners, so that the lights will stay up in all weathers, and will bridge street wide gaps, and questionable guttering on some village properties
Each length of lights is bespoke to the street section in question
Then there are the oak tree up lighters and path lights for the church yard, Christmas tree lights, and “the Star on top of the Christmas tree” 
Also, the Big Red Button, that the young winners of the Christmas Card competition hit to make the church yard and tree lights come on after the Big Count Down, the same day that when all the street Christmas lights are lit in late November
When all of that is complete, then in early November, 
And then after they are lit, the light failures that happen on the run up to and through Christmas that Bill and Ian have to diagnose and then we have to pull down and fix
I am boring you, but rest assured all of that has to be done before the gangs of putter uppers can be let loose in their fluorescent jackets and ladders in November
Then Bill would then load up the boot of his trusty Volvo with spares for running repairs, and tour around the village, parking near the putter uppers, to discourage inconsiderate drivers from trying to knock ladders out of their way as they rush to some urgent meeting
On occasion they would remonstrate with Bill for “parking in a dangerous location”, like the dreaded Simmonds corner
He would initially politely explain he was protecting our putter uppers, but if met with more abuse, he would return to his army days, and start to use shorter one syllable words!
He was out in all weather for hours on end over several days, and of course, the same had to be done when the “taker downers” were operating in early January
The lights add that bit of magic to the village at Christmas, but they certainly didn’t happen by magic!
The Neighbourhood Plan
This piece of work took Bill, and various working parties under his direction, 6 years to complete
County and District Councils have their planning document s to control all they do, and to decide what they will consent for others to do, most notably on housing developments and road changes
Until the introduction of Neighbourhood Plans (NPs), the Parish Council had no statutory rights to do more than express a preference when and if consulted on changes
If you have an NP, then the County and District have to consult you, and if they do not intend to take your requirements into account, must explain why, and Planning Inspectors also have to take account of the approved NP
Another benefit is that charges made against housing developers to meet local infrastructure changes often did not reach Parish level, now 25% 50% of what can be tens of thousands of pounds must be given to the Parish involved
Creation of the NP’s had never been done before, so each Parish had to decide on the policies it considered important locally
Bill arranged for questionaries to go to every household and the response rate was very high
These returns he and his teams had to analyse, and turn into a large document, cross referenced to the County and District Plans, which were constantly changing.
The WHDC Local Plan did not get approved for 8-9 years, the proverbial “moving goal posts”. With a government planning inspector expressing great frustration at WHBC’s refusal to meet the housing numbers required, the Inspector therefore not agreeingand refusing to sign their Local Plan off for years
Bill had to navigate all these changes, and then go out with our document to some 30 non-government and government departments for comment, and often change the Plan to meet their needs
Like me Bill did not have much hair to start with, by the end he had far less
Then he got a terrible diagnosis that meant that he could not finish the final 6 months of the 6-year process as he knew he would be too week to get over that final hurdle
So Bill asked Councillor Mark Castle if he would do that for him, and a
After numerous meetings with the WHBC Planning Officer it was agreed the NP was consistent with the WHBC approved Local Plan
The final stage in the whole 6 year6-year process was to put the NP to the locals residents of Welwyn Parish via a referendum
This was unexpectedly called by WHBC at a few weeks’ notice to coincidecoinciding with the local elections
During the period around elections the Parish Council were barred from promoting or even explaining that this was the final stage of the 6 year6-year plan process, when it had probably been 2-3 years since the public had last seen what Bill and his team had put together to meet their needs
The referendum was crucial, it required a simple majority of one, if that was not achieved 6 years work was in the bin
Fortunately, the Planning and Amenity Group, a local committee that advise the Parish on planning matters, called a public meeting, put up signs and sat outside polling station grounds answering questions, but only if asked, to avoid contravening election rules! 
Despite his poor state of health, Bill still took an active role in supporting the public meeting and manning polling stations on the day of the referendum.
The NP was approved by a massive majority of 88%, and that was due in no small part to the hours, days, weeks and months that Bill had spent drafting and redrafting and spinning plates, through all those years
That Plan will help dictate what happens in our village well into the 2030’s and it would not have happened without Bill’s dedication and vision
The Mimram Corridor
One of the most beneficial environmental projects included in the NP was to seek a Local Landscape Designation for the whole of the Mimram Valley. Last year, ahead of the approval of the NP, a working party of Bill and other local volunteers Andy Palmer a working party member, started work to take this initiative forward. on one of the potentially most beneficial environmental action points, which was to seek a Landscape Designation (LD) for the Mimran Valley, A designation would be an important influence in ensuring so that planning policies and decisions should respect and enhance the landscape, history, heritage and natural environment of the valley.area
Backing was secured by Bill from He secured the backing of all of the 11 local councils through in whose area the valley is locatedwhich the Mimram flows, (quite an achievement!) and submissions made to East Herts, North Herts and Welwyn Hatfield councils to include a designation into their ongoing updates to Local Plans. Thus far, North Herts Council has resolved to support the initiative and Welwyn Hatfield has indicated its intention to recognise the significance of the valley landscape. However, there is still much work to do and Bill’s enthusiasm and determination will be sorely missed by the team. 
With an LD covering the whole route, it will be the primary determinant in decision making
Amongst other improvements in the Valley, it is intended to create promote a Mimram Trail, joining up numerous existing paths along the whole route and highlighting the many wonderful features of the Valley.
That work will continue, but Bill has kick started something which we will benefit from and enhance our enjoyment of the Mimram Valley over decades into the future
Bill was a diamond of a man!
