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MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD

30TH MAY 2003

HAPPISBURGH CHURCH

Malcolm:

I would just like to say how pleased I am to see the number of new parish councillors here this evening.  I welcome them all and congratulate them all on their election.  One could not make it and tended her apologies due to a prior engagement.  That was Carol Palfrey.  I would also like to thank Richard and the Church Wardens once again for the use of this wonderful building.

Two young ladies here – Caroline and Lisa Barker – Caroline is a trainee broadcast journalist and is videoing the whole meeting and is in fact coming up to see us next week and speak to one of two of us and make a complete video.  When it is edited and prepared she will send us a copy, which I will be delighted to forward to Elliot Morley.

Right so that’s that lot done and I think time now to get on the first item on the agenda really which is a report on the DEFRA meeting.  Well we arrived at Nobel House – Norman Lamb ushered us in and we hit the first obstacle really.  We were asked which one of us was Dr somebody or other – they’d got all the wrong security tags for us so that was the first hiatus.  We finally got to see the minister.  It’s very difficult to stand here now and tell you verbatim what went on and I will ask each individual delegate that went to give their account of it.  I have to say at this stage before I say anything else I came away with the overall impression that Elliot Morley himself the minister was open to doing something – I really feel that.  I felt his sympathy as far as it goes was genuine – his feeling was genuine, I think he’s a decent bloke, I think he’s an OK kind of guy.  As I said to him on the day with the greatest respect minister you’re a politician, you’re here today and gone tomorrow.  Our problem is him sitting over there which was the DEFRA chief engineer and I have to tell you with apologies to George Orwell, Big Brother is alive and well.  His name is Reg Purnell and he resides at DEFRA.  We put just about every aspect of the problem at Happisburgh to the minister.  We were with him I think just over an hour was it not Clive, just over an hour.  Norman Lamb tells me that is absolutely unprecedented – he’s never been with a minister more than 20 minutes.  Much of that was due to the momentum that we created and I have to tell you that in my view the Happisburgh contingent walked in and they immediately occupied the moral high ground and they were never for one moment shifted from that.  The minister nor his chief engineer could come up with any answer to any of the things we put to them.  They had absolutely no answers whatsoever and every time they got stuck in a corner they reverted to the mantra criteria, criteria, criteria.  They flatly refused to change their criteria.  We pointed out to them quite forcibly I think that they are taking absolutely no account of socio-economic values in their criteria so there’s no room for taking account of death by a thousand cuts if you like.  They just do not count what the lack of confidence will do to a community – its not in their psyche – it appears not to take, and I think everybody that went will agree with me, it just counted for nothing.  They have a new criteria which they explained to us and I have to say I wrote to DEFRA some while ago and their chief of admin wrote to me and he set out for me, well he’s written me a couple of letters – this one was written on 30th April so it was kind of immediately prior to going to London and I think paragraph 3 of this – I’ll read all of it – it’s only 3 lines and it tells a complete tale.   What he’s saying is there is nothing more I can say about the meeting on 30 January – our meeting as I really basted him about that – however, Elliot Morley has agreed to the meeting on 13th May primarily to communicate DEFRA’s role and policies given the level of concern in the community.  So clearly from their point of view we were going there, they were not prepared to listen, they were not about listening – they obviously assumed that because we were in such a remote part of the kingdom, and because we were out in the country we clearly don’t understand English and they needed to see us to explain to us what their policies and their criteria are.  They were quite surprised to find that we already knew what they were so that left them a bit high and dry to be truthful.  The criteria itself has changed dramatically.  I really can’t stand here and say to you that I understand it – I’m not even sure DEFRA understand it to be truthful.  It is now so over complicated it is quite ridiculous.  What we learned was for example there are 18 listed buildings in Happisburgh.  The building we are in now (the church) is a grade I listed building and if you assume all the others are a grade II – you get 1 point for a grade II, you get 2 points for a grade I so you think to yourself this can’t be bad.  The threshold score for presenting a scheme on points value to DEFRA is 22 so you immediately think we’re home and dry – we’ve got at least 19 points, we know we can get there.  Until you learn that the DEFRA ruling is you can only use 1 listed building.  So you’ve got 18 listed buildings in this village – only one of which counts for anything – take your pick.  That is the kind of anomaly that is present all the way through this criteria.  Everybody, every maritime authority up and down the country is deeply troubled by this criteria.  The real problem we have I feel is not in fact the politicians, although it is going to be political will that is going to change things, but our biggest problem is the DEFRA officials, the civil servants.  They’ve issued their edict, they will not shift.  There was a meeting held in the same building the following day which was attended by officers from our authority (NNDC) and other maritime authorities gathered at DEFRA HQ under the auspices of Reg Purnell, Chief Engineer.  They gathered there in anticipation of discussing the fact that the criteria is unworkable.  They were told for openers the criteria is sacrosanct and not up for discussion.  ‘Problems only arise because local authorities are not doing their job properly.  You are failing to exercise the right control over the thoughts and expectations of the residents in the area you control’. Now I find that absolutely extraordinary and I’m quite ready for the next gulag in Siberia because if that’s the attitude I mean I thought we’d left that behind many many years ago.  That was Reg Purnell and at that meeting the following day which was a very important meeting, the pre-amble to the meeting, they were all told, all the delegates, criteria is not up for discussion.  It is written in tablets of stone and we will not move.  Now on that premise, obviously to us Happisburgh is the most important but I absolutely assure you we are not alone.  Most maritime authorities are in the same position.  NNDC tell me they now have difficulty raising enough points on their criteria to get a scheme for Cromer.  Now if you can’t get a scheme for Cromer, legitimately, how do you ever hope to get one for Happisburgh or indeed anywhere else?  So the criteria are very much wrong if you like.  I’ve since had a long conversation with Norman Lamb and I asked Norman Lamb to find out for me please – where did the criteria come from?  They say it’s been out for consultation for some 18 months I think he said didn’t he and came into being in April of this year.  I asked Norman Lamb but who did they discuss it with – who did they consult?  The answer is they only ever consult each other – it never comes out to you and me, it never goes out to elected members, our elected members that can speak on our behalf.  It’s all terribly incestuous.  So where’s the bone fide bit about the criteria?  Norman has since taken that up and I’ve had a copy today of a letter he sent to Elliot Morley on 29th – I’ll read it to you it’s not very long.

Dear Elliot 

Happisburgh 

First of all can I thank you very much indeed for the time you spent with the local representatives and myself on Tuesday 13th May.  I know that those that came down to London appreciated the interest you showed and they were not in any sense critical of you although they remain deeply frustrated and indeed angry about the way the system operates.  

Cost Benefit Analysis  

It is very apparent that the change in the scoring system has had a significantly adverse affect on Happisburgh’s chances of getting funding.  Under the old scoring basis they scored far more points than they do now. I would therefore be most grateful if you could clarify for me how the new scoring basis was determined - in particular could you respond to the following questions:


1 Did you consult outside experts and other interested parties on the new formula?

2 If you did consult were any changes made to draft proposals before the final formula was drawn up.

3 Does the formula simply amount to internal guidance or does it have any statutory basis.

4 Could you set out each of the criteria considered within the formula and how each criterion operates.  I understand that the purpose of the formula is to try and reach objective judgements about priorities.  However it is important for those affected to be satisfied that the formula is robust and objective in the way that it determines priorities.

I look forward to hearing from you as soon as possible

Yours sincerely

Norman Lamb

Now that is a very polite letter but it does really put the minister on the spot.  He is going to have to come up with some answers on that one.  Because I for one want to know who they discussed it with, how did they determine what the criteria were going to be – they never talked to us, they never talked to our elected representatives so how do they come to it.  Now I think that’s terribly important.  Many other issues were raised with the minister – all of it in fact, in fact this picture in front of me we took with us and we held it up and we spoke about the bay forming and where the revetments have been removed etc and would you believe that the chief engineer when one of us, I don’t know whether it was me or somebody else said that the government in it’s infinite wisdom saw fit that there was a need for coastal defence in 1960, which is why they built those revetments.  You have or the government put those revetments in place now because there were those revetments that naturally breeds confidence, the community blossomed, it grew, people felt that they were utterly confident in coming here and they had every right to believe that it was protected and would continue to be protected.  Nowhere was it written that it would not be protected.  It didn’t need to be written that it would be because it was perfectly visible – it was, better than any writing.  So what we put to the minister is that your prevaricating now saps the life blood of any community – there is more than one way for a community to go and I suppose the quick way, the less painful way is ever so quick, over the edge gone and everybody’s got to pick themselves up and carry on.  The long, slow, painful way is the death by a thousand cuts, strangling the life out of a community.  They take no notice of the socio-economic problems that come with their policies.  They had no answer to that at all.  Sarah Naeson who is one of the right hand people at DEFRA insisted that they do and they use the indices used under election processes but it really pays no credence to it. But the chief engineer insisted that the government did not put in these revetments in 1960.  He said the RDC did it, meaning the Rural District Council, which I assume, was Smallburgh - Rural District Council at the time.  And we, as one, all 4 of us said what are you on about?  The Coast Protection Act 1949 applied as much in 1960 as it does in 2003.  The money came from you; the authority to do it came from you.  And I think I’m right in saying and I think everybody that went would agree with me, he went Oh! And suddenly realised oops he’d made a slight error! You know one really worries about the quality of a) civil servants and b) the government department when they make the most elementary blunders like that – they really didn’t seem to have a total grasp – I don’t know if my fellow delegates would agree with that – that’s up to them they will no doubt make comment.  But I can assure you that most every aspect of the problem at Happisburgh was most forcibly put to the minister and indeed we when we came out, I believe, I think, I know one of our party went back for whatever reason am I correct? And the ministers office, well he’s got three offices actually because you know! His own office in there, the one we sat in which is behind double doors which were open had a kind of outer office which had no doors on to the corridor and I believe I am right in saying when our delegate went back to pick up a dropped security label he turned the outer office corner to find the double doors open and the minister and his civil servant having a blazing row – is that correct? Yes, thank you.  So I still contend that the minister himself was minded to do something for us.  But the impression I got was that the civil servant was very much saying no way minister over my dead body – you are not going to do it.  So by no means are we looking at a lost cause.  This is not the end of the road, this is a new beginning. We’ve done everything correctly and we have reached the point where we have gone as high as we can go with authority.  We’ve been told no, the door has been shut.  It has not, I feel been slammed, locked, barred and bolted – I believe there is still room for manoeuvre.  Now those are my recollections of the meeting with DEFRA – there are 3 others here who went to DEFRA – oh I’ve finally found them I was searching – ladies first – Di can I ask you to give your thoughts and memories of what happened.

Di:

Well I got the impression they were not interested in people or communities in any way at all.  They could only think about figures and land and things like that but they hadn’t got all those figures right.  There’s one incident that Malcolm hasn’t told you about which is about the houses at Walcott where the permission for those houses was finally given by the government.  But as Elliot Morley assured us it was a different branch of the government and our branch of the government who said that everything here is far too close to the sea because they are not going to save anything is allowing other communities to be built 18 metres is it Malcolm (yes) from the cliff edge and Elliot Morley obviously had no idea that that was going on.  So I mean one government department is not knowing what other government departments are doing.  So there’s a tremendous lot of sort of vacillation that we don’t know goes on and I think that’s interesting.  We did touch on things like compensation and there was nothing about compensation in the original act so nothing could be done.  They can alter the original act as much as they like with the criteria but not by anything else.  We touched on the price of houses in a community like our own, we touched on the fact that without the ramp the commerce of the village was dying out and ok they said oh dear and tucked up but that was just all that happened.  When we put certain things to them they just could not answer us.  They said you are not the only community in this predicament so I think it was Jack said, all right, name one?  But they couldn’t or wouldn’t and everything that we put to them they really didn’t have an answer.  Shall I hand over to one of the others now (you probably didn’t hear any of that did you? – applause)

Malcolm:

Before I hand over to everybody else, I will just illustrate that particular point that Di made.  DEFRA wrote to me, I don’t know when it was, another letter – on 20th March, again from the big white Chief Admin and he set out the 3 main planks of their approach to erosion etc. and I put these to the minister. The first one is that they encourage the provision of adequate and cost effective flood warning systems – oh goodness me how wonderful!  But as I said to the minister that’s fine but you do that minister surely after you’ve put in effective defences as a back up.  You do not put that in instead of because that minister with respect is called shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted.  No comment.  They go on to say and I raised this question with him – I said to him you say here that you discourage inappropriate development in areas of high risk from flooding or coastal erosion.  I then paused, he then said Oh, absolutely we do – we don’t want people in the future to find themselves in the situation that you’re in and we are powerless and all the rest of it you see.  And I said to him – absolute rubbish – total rubbish – he said why – I said well, North Norfolk have recently turned down an application for a development that will be 18 metres from the cliff edge – indeed I’ll read part of the report to you.  The area is at risk from coastal erosion due to the sea eroding the base of the nearby 8 metre high coastal cliff and the presence of underground water.  The pair of dwellings would be only about 18 metres from the cliff edge at the nearest point.  With gardens, parking and turning areas, even closer.  And I said you minister, the government, your department, because it went to appeal appointed an inspector, your inspector went along and inspected on 29th January.  I have it here.  And your inspector said the appeal is allowed and planning permission granted.  And you are trying to tell me you are discouraging development in areas at high risk.  And that minister is 18 metres from the edge of a cliff coast that your policy it is not to defend.  He wasn’t best pleased with that I have to say. I was told the minister’s office was on the telephone to NNDC at Cromer by 9 o’clock the following morning. So there is no coherent policy it seems as far as DEFRA is concerned.  And I’m sorry Jack can I call on you next?

Or Clive?

Clive:

Good evening ladies and gentlemen.  I think it would be pointless of me to go over what Malcolm and Di have put perfectly well.  The detail of the meeting was as presented.  We put every cogent argument we could and if that argument was fairly powerful as some of them were then they were deflected by simply resorting to, well that’s not how it works.  Our criteria are set and they are there for a purpose and that is what we must stay by.  I think fundamentally there are two weaknesses as far as the government is concerned and as far as this meeting revealed.  This is my opinion but I think there are two weaknesses.  The first one is the obvious weakness of the cost benefit calculation.  Now in terms of how it applies in Happisburgh – the cost benefit calculation essentially is straightforward, complicated by all sorts of bits and pieces but essentially straightforward.  You have to show that to spend a sum of money you are saving property to the value of some other sum of money and the ratio between those two sums depends on how they feel on the day as far as we can see.  And that’s the problem they do move and did move the goal posts.  They say it is a fair system – I think truthfully it’s nonsensical.  What they have is a system which they use to their own advantage and as Malcolm says the letter that Norman Lamb has sent is going to cause them to have to look at that and present it in a logical fashion.  I’ve got a copy of the same letter so we obviously have to wait for their reply.  I believe DEFRA have a number of problems and one of them is quite simply that they don’t have enough money and that in recent years they’ve been faced with an ever growing demand for that money from what is a relatively new problem and that is inland flooding on major scales and the problem you have there is, of course, in many cases it involves large communities with huge voting powers in comparison with somewhere like Happisburgh.  They have had to spread their money a lot thinner than they did 5 or 6 years ago and that’s why they have changed the criteria because they have changed the criteria to make it more difficult for smaller communities to have a part of the fund.  The problem with the criteria will come to light to some extent, I hope, through Norman Lamb’s letter but there is another problem and the problem specific to Happisburgh is that I raised particularly one point at the meeting and that is to do a cost benefit calculation you’ve got to have an idea of what’s at risk because you’ve got to say that property’s at risk so we can take it’s value into account.  One of the problems in Happisburgh is that nobody knows now what is at risk because the rate of erosion and the way the erosion is developing  (look at the picture) is unknown territory.  Again we said OK, why is it that you are working on a report that is 11 years old which shows as one example a 50 year line of erosion which is already breached.  It’s a nonsense.  They won’t even put money into a further study to update that report.  Basically they could tell you the problem isn’t going to be a problem at least in the foreseeable future.  So I think one of their weaknesses and one area I think we must exploit is the way that erosion develops and develop it will because we’ve got to point out to them they’re not in control.  That is one of the weaknesses government departments can’t stand if they are not in control they are not governing and that is one of their weaknesses.  I think honestly, and I’m not a lawyer and don’t pretend to be but their other weakness in our case, and I honestly believe is that Happisburgh is not asking for something it’s never had and I think honestly one of the routes we must follow is based upon the principle of misleading the population, call it what you will – negligence even maybe.  But basically Happisburgh has been defended since 1960, it has always been publicly stated that it comes under the heading of hold the line as opposed to managed retreat, which seem to be the two definitions of what you do when a coast is falling over.  It comes under the heading of hold the line so we have defences, one must assume that you are going to therefore maintain those defences if you are not going to let the line move.  That has always been the public stance and of course it hasn’t happened so I do believe we have a weakness there in the approach of the government in saying look it was you who put the defences in and as Malcolm said that is the case – it is you who said this line would be defended all the way through the forty years these defences were in and it is you who didn’t allow anything to be done about it so you’ve let the community down and again that’s another weakness the government doesn’t like because it’s not governing.  So I think, from the meeting, I came out like everybody a bit depressed but we certainly won the day in terms of a lot of the argument, but of course when you are faced with losing an argument and you have something like a formula to turn to then you can always win the day from that point of view and that’s what happened.  So we came away morally having won the day but practically won nothing but I think we can on those two counts put, still continue to put the pressure on. Thank you

Malcolm:

Thank you Clive. (applause)

Jack:

I cannot but concur with everything that’s been said. The play was tea and sympathy, we had tea and criteria in mammoth proportions.  I believe and I don’t want to anticipate your agenda Mr Chairman but I believe the way forward is as you have already illustrated.  The way forward is the fact that Happisburgh has always been protected in most of our history. We were told twice, probably three times, both by the minister and by the official, but of course you know that this coastline has been eroding for generations.  We knew it minister, we know it now but the fact of the matter is that it was protected since the 60’s, everybody has seen that protection and it isn’t until the revetment was allowed to degenerate and then finally removed that we were able to demonstrate very clearly with that photograph what has happened.  And I think I can also say Malcolm that the engineer didn’t like that very much.

Malcolm:

No he didn’t like that at all Jack – especially when we proved him wrong on his pontification.

Jack:

So as far as the village is concerned it’s really quite simple.  This is a human problem – government has removed our defence and they can fiddle about as much as they like as to who is actually responsible, but the defence has been removed.  We have saved them money at our expense.  The revetment has not been replaced and government is saving money.  We meantime pay our taxes and our rates and all the things that go with it, we watch defences being placed elsewhere and we are denied.  So I think this possibly is the way forward and if all of us will make this matter known to government through our MP and through everybody else.  This is manifestly unfair and British people in my experience can put up with a very great deal but they do not like unfairness and what is happening now is unfair.  In addition to this, the farmland and other land that is being allowed to erode, we are told by the experts is splendid.  It’s going to make up the beaches in other places – not Happisburgh but further down the coast.  Isn’t this outrageous that this should be allowed to happen without any matter of compensation to the individuals who are losing.  This again is absolutely outrageous.  We did ask the minister one thing and if I may be very personal just for one moment.  We did ask the minister about this wonderful building here (the church) and it’s surroundings.  Now when you get to my age you have to make certain provisions and I asked the minister would you ask our rector if you might be interred in the cemetery of the Happisburgh church?  Great deal of talk but no answer.  We have the memorial to Invincible where a large number of brethren are buried in this church, in the north east corner of this church and on the memorial, ironically it states ‘And the sea gave up it’s dead’.  Is this administration to allow this memorial to be desecrated by a return to the sea within the next 20 years?  Are those of our loved ones that are buried in this churchyard – are they to be given up to the sea?  None of this has been thought of in my experience.  I believe this is a very poor system that the government has introduced by way of criteria.  It hasn’t been thought through from a business point of view and above all, and I repeat, it is manifestly unfair.  So I think it’s up to you.

Malcolm:

Thank you Jack. (applause)

On that note I’ll just point out this picture is here not only for you to look at the picture but so you can’t see my knees knocking.  There is one thing I would like to say on the subject of criteria.  I did speak to Peter Frew at North Norfolk – I said I can’t get my head round this new criteria – it really is so complicated.  Give me the bare bones of it – I need to tell people on Friday night.  Four things he said to me and I think by the time I’ve finished with these four you’ll get some idea of the difficulty of the situation.

1 The proposed scheme must do its job – it must work.  OK.

2 It must not damage the environment.  Fine!

3 The benefit you get from it must exceed the cost.  They’ve done away with the 1:1, the 2:1 and all the rest of this.  All they say now is the open-ended thing that the benefit must exceed the cost.  Make of that what you will.

Then I spoke to him about how do they regard houses under the new criteria.  He said Oh that’s brilliant Malcolm – what you do is you take the number of houses; you multiply them by 75 and divide them by 1000.  At which point I gave up and said Peter please, no more!  Clearly the criteria is absolutely ludicrous.  It is not meant to save anybody any money; it is not designed or meant to fairly apportion funds.  It is designed to prevent spending on coastal erosion and flooding.  That is what it is about, that is what this government is doing.  It’s got nothing to do with fairness in my view – it is quite simply misappropriating funds that are due to us to other areas.  And I would remind everybody that things are tight, yes, of course they are, we are the fourth richest nation in the world.  When those revetments were built in 1960 we as a nation were destitute after the Second World War and we could afford that, but now we’re the fourth richest nation in the world and we can’t overcome criteria.  It’s ludicrous.  That ladies and gentlemen was the bare bones of the meeting with the minister.  I do promise you that each and everyone of us very, very strongly made all of our points and if we can turn for just one moment, we acquainted the minister with the fact that the caravan site here is in fact a major revenue producer for the village.  Without that commercially the village is shaky.  Deaf ears.  Didn’t want to know.  They did not want to know about anything.  Every time as Clive said – (interjection) – Oh yes – move the caravans he said.  Who owns this field? The caravan park.  Tell them to put them on there.  No they can’t minister.  Why not?  They’re not allowed to minister.  Oh – no answer.  Change the subject - let’s get back to criteria I can handle that one!  That was the way it went all the way through.  They never had a single answer for any of the points the four of us put to them. Not one.  All they could do was duck under the umbrella of criteria.  And I believe if we can bring enough pressure to bear there will be a movement, because they will be so embarrassed.  They don’t want people to know just how little they’ve got to work with.  They know nothing, they don’t want to know.  And as regards to Reg Purnell, Chief Engineer, Big Brother.  I should say at this point, I have been contacted some months ago by a retired DEFRA middle manager (DEFRA/MAFF) who contacted me and said did I know how the system works, can I help you?  I was an extremely disillusioned middle manager but I am now retired.  We had a long, long chat and in fact I asked him if he would speak to the press and he absolutely refused because he’s terrified, absolutely terrified.  And we have with us and amongst us tonight, ladies and gentlemen, a reporter from the EDP Ed Foss – Ed stand up, take a bow (applause). Good man!  I can tell you the support that Ed has given us has been fantastic.  He came to London with us, he travelled back with us.  They’ve been brilliant, the EDP have been brilliant.  Now I asked him to speak to him in a fashion where he would not be identified.  He was terrified.  Anyway, along the route what I learned was when Reg Purnell was Area Engineer at Lincoln which is our area, he made a statement there to others and the others know who they are and the statement was there will be no defences put in place at Happisburgh all the time I’m around.  That ladies and gentlemen is a senior civil servant who it seems will have a bit of a bitch and a gripe with our district authority and on that premise we are going nowhere.  I would very much like to prove him wrong.  That’s the meeting.  I would like to move on if I may to the next item on the agenda.  Has anybody got any questions they would like to ask of any of us viz a viz the DEFRA meeting?  Oh come on we couldn’t have been that good – there must be something!

No microphone - inaudible

(Do you want the mic Gerald?)  

No - Absolutely right.  Nothing was more apparent on 13th May.  That minister – he’s a nice guy, you know what I mean, I’m not criticising the minister but he wouldn’t say anything and everything he said there was a glance at his senior civil servant before he said it.  It’s that guy who we want to mark and as I said on the day with the greatest respect minister, you are a politician, here one day, gone tomorrow.  He’s our problem.  And Mr Purnell didn’t like that.  This is the guy who referred to our problem as NNDC not having all their little ducks in a row.  Fairly good for him to say that really because the week after they announced they were going to spend five million pounds culling the ruddy duck.  Since then, of course, they have allotted four million pounds to the boon of the bittern.  So there’s nine million pounds and I venture to suggest that no one here or any people in this nation will see absolutely no benefit from.  However, if we move on you’ll see the next point (you probably won’t actually as my writing’s not very good).  But the next item on the agenda I’ve got down is where are we now?  Well, I believe where we are now – we’ve run the gamut of authority, we’ve behaved I hope and I like to think impeccably, we’ve been polite, we have done everything as far as we can correctly – we don’t get listened to.  So as I said before the door was closed on us – I do not believe it to be slammed, locked, barred and bolted.  I believe there is a light at the end of the tunnel.  I can absolutely assure you if I didn’t think there was any point in going forward, boy I could give this up tomorrow because it’s more like a full time job than anything else.  But I believe we can get somewhere with the right pressure.  So that’s where we are now.  We are poised now.  What was clear about the meeting was that we were there to be told.  We were not there to be listened to but we ourselves, on the day – and I think my other delegates would agree we in fact changed that ourselves.  We set the momentum, we set the pace, and in fact we set the agenda at that meeting.  I think possibly you would all agree with me?  Yes?  Yes.  We all seem to be united in that.

So where are we now takes us on really to where do we go from here?  OK, where we go from here – I’ve put down here four things.  I’ll cover this one first because you will not know what we have been doing as a group – CCAG over the last year or so.  I sat in on a meeting at Cromer on 14th December 2000 when the scheme was initially being discussed.  It went round the table for views – Howard Adams sat to my left, Sue Willis our district councillor sat to my right.  They gave their view, everybody gave their views and it came to me and then Peter Frew said to me would you like to say anything Mr Kerby?  I said yes I would actually.  I believe that under article 8 of the bill of human rights, which is now enshrined in British law from October 2000, the government is in default.  And Article 8 actually says that the government has an absolute responsibility and must at all times protect its citizen’s rights to its home and family life.  Are they doing that here?  Clearly they’re not.  So whatever that means – members of the group CCAG ended up in a fairly eminent barristers office last November and we discussed taking the government to court.  Now the barrister said he wanted to take a good, long, hard look at it before he made any recommendations.  And boy I can tell you he took a long look.  That was in November and we got the answer two months ago.  The answer I have to tell you was he believes there are four counts on which we can proceed legally.  And he has recommended that we go ahead and that we intend to do.  Now, I’m not going to numerate those four points, I’m not going to tell you how we are doing it, I can just tell you that that is the situation.  At this moment it sits that we are ready to proceed and I believe I am right in saying that on latest information the initial letters will be going out next week - hopefully.  So we haven’t sat on our behinds and done nothing.  We haven’t said anything before because I particularly wanted to keep the powder dry.  Also if we’d have let that out, of course, the minister would never have seen us.  But that’s the score; we are proceeding along the legal route.  There are four areas in which the barrister believes the government is in default.  One of them is pretty much akin to what Clive was saying actually. So we are very active.  It’s something we didn’t want to do because we hoped when we went to see the minister common sense would prevail, but we couldn’t find any. There was no common sense to be seen, heard or found at Westminster.  None.  Plenty of criteria, no common sense.  So we are proceeding on the legal front and please will you excuse me I will not elaborate on that for obvious reasons – I’d like the first and initial things to be a surprise to our wonderful government but we will proceed along that route and keep you informed as we go along.

The next one is new scheme.  Now new scheme – OK.  The latest edict from DEFRA is that a local authority is prohibited from submitting a scheme if it scores below 22 points of their new criteria. I have to tell you Happisburgh currently scores 5 points!  So there is some difficulty.  However, I believe that we should now put our district authority under extreme pressure to come up with a new scheme because we were told by the minister – you know – it’s the lead authority – the district council – (this is their cover of course).  The lead authority – if they present the scheme, we’ll look at it.  Fine lets say to the lead authority, get a scheme up.  Submit it.  And I know what they’re going to say to me – we can’t Malcolm because of the criteria.  And I’m going to say forget the criteria.  Forget it.  Submit a scheme.  I want DEFRA to say yes or no they’re going to help or they are not.  And I want them to do if officially.  So I believe we should bring pressure to bear on our local authority to submit a scheme Along with that I think we all agree that £165,000 of rock down there last winter is not Utopia but it certainly helped.  I believe that there is room for manoeuvre locally under the emergency funds that they say they hold.  I’d like to see another £165,000 go down year on year.  So I think there is plenty of room for manoeuvre.  Now there has been some talk recently of exerting some pressure on our local authority by withholding council tax.  Hands up all those who would like to do that?  Who would like to withhold their council tax to make a point?  There must be more than that because I certainly would.  Well, what I would like to say to you is – I was very much aware of this – I did something I felt was only right and proper – I felt that anybody who wants to do that and proposes to do that should do so from a position of complete knowledge, with all the information and not in a blind fashion.  So I took the trouble of getting some figures for you.  

For every £1000 you pay in council tax to the local authority, 

Norfolk County Council gets 

£777.41  

Norfolk Police Authority gets 
£107.84 

Parish & town council Precepts 
£  20.46

NNDC




£  94.31

Out of £1000 we pay NNDC get £94.31.  So – wonderful – we pay them a grand, they pay everyone else, they’re left with £94.31.

That breaks down as follows:

Central Services


£  12.67

Parks, Leisure etc


£    7.13

Environmental Services

£  11.62

Housing Grants/Benefits

£  13.31

Local Council tax/benefits

£    6.38

Planning & Transportation

£    4.93

Sports & Recreation


£    8.48

Refuse Collection & Street Clean
£  13.02

Coast Protection


£    8.43

Now if we bring that down to figures that I am more able to understand – for every £100 you pay in council tax NNDC receives £9.43, of which 84 pence is spent on coast protection.  I don’t think that’s enough.  I put it to the officers that I felt there was room for manoeuvre – why can’t we?  We’re getting support on the website from all over the world, right across the country, coast to coast, north to south and I just wonder.  They’ve got 26 miles of coastline which they are responsible for.  There are 40 miles of coastline but the environment agency take care of the rest because it’s regarded as flooding.  Now I think there’s a case to be made here for saying, and I put it to district council – why don’t you put a £10 charge per householder per annum as you’ve got this enormous coastline, ring fence that revenue for coast protection alone.  Now they said its ring fenced anyway.   But £10 more on each of our council tax amounts to coppers, pence per week.  Maybe you want us to go that route – I don’t know.  But if you are thinking of withholding council tax, those are the figures – I can pass this round if you would like me to or you can look at it on the website.  You’ve got the bare bones of it.  So withholding council tax whilst it may or may not be effective is a very broad and in this context I believe, a very blunt instrument and is something that we should think about.  In the year 2002-2003, Di has just reminded me actually that of that 84 pence per 100 and the whole revenue budget for coastal erosion that NNDC have, approximately 50% of that entire budget was spent at Happisburgh which happens to be 2.5% of the coastline.  The real fly in the ointment is DEFRA.  DEFRA take an adversarial stance with all local authorities.  They won’t help, they’ll fight. They’ll put authorities in a difficult position.  I spoke to the chief executive some while ago – as he’s retiring could he not give DEFRA a swift kick?  You know so his officers don’t get into trouble, so the authority itself doesn’t get into trouble.  I met him in the car park some weeks ago and he called me over and said I’m going to do it and he wrote a letter to Elliot Morley.  A letter, which travelled to London with us, actually didn’t it, and we read on the train.  And my initial reaction was it’s not tough enough, but I understand there has been a reply to that which is fairly heavy in the fact that DEFRA take huge exception to being criticised at all and how dare they?  So I’m sure that will get in the public domain at a later date.  So there are with new scheme – I believe we should push for a new scheme, I believe that there may well be some manoeuvring for increasing revenue, but I would ask everyone to think about the withholding of council tax because of the system we live under, that would be regarded as anarchy if you like and they will all fight to bring the full weight of the law down – now I don’t mind that – I can live with that, providing we are sure we are doing the right thing and I would leave that judgement to every individual collectively to all of you.  It is not my decision to make, it is for me, but it isn’t for anybody else, so it must be your own decision.  I have gone on here to say, Self Help.  We are in a position now – where do we go from here.  Clearly government is not going to help, we’ve already discussed we’re going to bring some pressure to bear on the local authority to do more.  Right we’ll do that. Along with that there have been many suggestions to me for months now about self-help.  How can we help ourselves?  Well, the other evening I was talking to my mate Jim, who does the web-site, because Jim’s brilliant with the website and what we came up with and we talked and kicked around was self help and it was just a chat over a glass, and we thought that because we’ve been getting so much support from north to south to east to west, people would turn that support into cash so we thought how about a campaign buy a rock for Happisburgh.  And a rock will cost you whatever - £20, £50.  Yes brilliant idea.  I had a big problem with that because if you take money from people and I have a big problem with that, you have to account for it and you can end up in a very invidious situation.  The long and the short of that was we felt that we could do something of that ilk providing and without getting into the charities side of things because that is hugely prohibitive on cost, trustees, annual audits, that sort of thing can be absolutely lethal.  So I did ask the question, if we started something of that sort, could we not or would not the district council hold all the monies?  Now I made tentative enquiries at District and I was told – ume that’s possible.  They were supposed to have come back to me before 7.30 this evening with a definitive answer – they didn’t, but I’m told that might be possible.  What I’ve said is if that happens, and I’d be delighted if that were the case, then I would absolutely, very strictly, I would want to apply the one criteria, all monies taken will go right on top of anything any authority does in the future.  In other words we’re not going to let any authority off the hook.  If they want to, if someone suddenly says OK we’re going to do a million pounds worth of work at Happisburgh, then that million comes from that authority.  Whatever is in our Happisburgh Rock Account if you like will be added on top.  Now this is very much embryonic – we’ve not taken it any further – I just took the liberty of finding out if a few things were possible.  It’s a matter for taking your views on – I don’t know how you feel about that – does anyone have a view on that?

Question:

Why would you limit it to cash?  Why not materials and labour?  People willing to help with materials?

Malcolm:

Well that’s fine, I don’t have a problem with that.  We can expand it to materials and labour.  Any other suggestions?

Question:

How are you going to fund any legal challenge and would any money you collect go towards that?

Malcolm:

Absolutely not.  I don’t want to go any more into the legal side of things at the moment.  If you will forgive me it is poised at the moment.  It is difficult but it is poised and you are going to have to trust us with that until probably another meeting.  But certainly there would be no cross-pollination of funds.  If you went that route then that would isolated, ring fenced and absolutely for one purpose only.  That is supplying defence for Happisburgh.  So there would be no cross-pollination, no leaching it off anywhere else.  It would be held in a separate account.  This is very early, extremely early days of all of this, but as I said I took the precaution of speaking to District to see whether they would do it and the initial reaction is yes they could and yes they probably would.  They will probably change their minds when we start hitting them over the head about getting a new scheme but you know!  So I think that is possible.

Does anybody else have any suggestions on self-help?  Clearly the authorities are going to let us down – are there any whizzo schemes or whatever that any of you know of, can think of or will do.  We’ll come on to Mary shortly.  Mary would you like to speak?

Mary:

I just had this idea on the way down here this evening that perhaps if you wrote to the National press and asked everybody to donate one pound towards the two million pounds that you need for flood defences, that would be 2 million people giving Happisburgh one pound - it would put you into the limelight and would show how silly DEFRA is by refusing you flood defences and it may even be fielded by your own local paper – they could actually kick start this for you.  If people donated just one pound you could stop your village from falling into the sea.  

Malcolm:

Thank you Mary.  Hey Ed did you get that?  Let me bring this mic up so everybody can hear – I need the exercise.

Gerald:

It’s basically a word to the EDP rep here.  When we had a meeting with Di and the local MP and people on the cliff a month or so ago, it was reported and photographs were in the EDP in this area.  As you probably know at the moment I live in Ringland on the outskirts of Norwich.  There was nothing in the press there about that meeting – no photographs nothing.  I rang the EDP and I gather there are five different editions of the press so that probably 4/5ths of Norfolk never knew a thing about that meeting and it’s very important that the whole of Norfolk and adjoining counties come to that, know what’s going on here – not just the people who live here.  We know what’s going on, it’s the rest of the county and the rest of the people in the county that should know.  So could the press make sure that the next report is in the EDP for the whole of the county, not just this area?  Thank you.

Malcolm:

Thank you Gerald. (applause).  Boy are you in trouble.  I have to tell you that Ed and I discussed that this morning – is that not true?  I complained bitterly about that.  It shows up because Di has her EDP delivered from Norwich and we have ours here and I ring Di and say have you seen that bit in the paper and she says no there’s nothing in here.  So the other thing is that Mr Foss is going to ensure that the website address is put on as a link on every article - aren’t you Mr Foss – well done my man!  Right more up there – good.  

Question:

I did notice in the EDP today that the Germans are sending a delegation over here to actually view our coastal erosion and they are going to be shown round by NNDC.  It appears they are going up towards the top end of Norfolk.  Would it not be possible to ask NNDC to show them the erosion at this end?  Being German, it might get some national press.

Malcolm:

I totally agree with that.  I was totally unaware of that actually.  Are they actually going to show them what they’ve achieved somewhere nice?  They are are they?  If they want to see coastal erosion we’re the boys – there’s no doubt about that.  Actually I will follow that one up – I will talk to Cromer about that.

Question:

Malcolm, I was just going to say is there no chance of getting any money from the European Community at all on this as Ireland seem to get it for painting houses and walls?

Malcolm:

It’s what they call the luck of the Irish!  No there isn’t.  We recently had and I must just thank Di and Jill as they have done so much on this campaign.  They’ve enabled me to have working breakfasts, working lunches with MPs, MEPs, radio, television, you name it and it’s done us proud and to both of them I thank you.  But we did entertain Andrew Duff the Lib Dem MEP who if any of you were at the first meeting here in 1999 will remember that I invited our then MEP who was a guy called Clive Needle.  He was Labour.  Now he came along with his entourage and spent absolutely ages telling us as I recall, there is no provision in Europe.  What did come out of that and I have investigated and turned out to be true is that the European Union has decided on coastal erosion, each member state will look after its own.  So there is no cross-pollination on that.  However, Andrew Duff came up and spent some time with us, with Norman Lamb as well, said what he was concerned with was looking at the best practice aspect of what the British government is doing in relation to European governments and I think that’s terribly relevant.  So he’s gone away – particularly he’s going to talk to the Dutch and he’s going to look at all aspects of the erosion problem in Europe.  He’s then going to come back to us and tell us whether the British government is fitting in with best practice in Europe.  Now until I hear from him clearly I can’t say any more than that.  But as far as your point is concerned – No.  There is no provision for funding for any nation state within the European Fund.  So we did try that one.  What I did suggest incidentally – because we are brilliant in this country.  We are absolutely super at missing out.  We love chucking the money into the pot but we don’t come up with the applications for grants out of it and anybody who’s been to Barcelona recently will know that Barcelona is now an all singing all dancing fantastic resort with a beautiful beach which was imported and is held there, has cost millions and millions of pounds and has been done on European money.  So I suggested to the local authority why don’t you forget about coastal erosion, why don’t you forget about sea defences – why don’t you just say we’ll go for regeneration of the area OK?  Economic regeneration, physical regeneration and we’ll build a fabulous promenade from Ostend to Cart Gap.  We could all promenade up and down with our umbrellas and spats – you know, but I’m serious.  We never ever take seriously in this country the fact that there is an enormous fund within Europe, but we have to put up half.  And that half frightens all our lot off.  The Europeans know exactly to play it.

James:

It was actually a colleague here that must of mentioned this.  It was about the dredging of the sand from Crown estates.  I didn’t know whether anything had been looked into and whether anything had come back?

Malcolm:

Yes it’s been looked into.  The Queen gets the money so it stops getting looked into.  There are various thoughts on that to be truthful.  We have pushed that one as well.  Authority tells us that it makes not a jot of difference but no one will actually get involved and actually do the research as far as I am aware.   Does anybody else know of any research?  I think because it is the Crown people shy clear.  Somewhat similar to the rolling foreshore owned by the Crown and leased out occasionally to certain Lords and whatever.  Anymore?  Yes certainly Di

Di:

I know that we are a generation that expect everything to be done for us but sometimes I feel that we are saying – ask the government for money, ask someone else for money, ask Europe for money.  Maybe if we did try to do a little bit for ourselves, something would come of it.  Other people would help us.  It does seem to me that we are rather sitting back and saying someone ought to do it for us.  I think there might be something in this idea of buy a rock for Happisburgh.  I think we could target local industries, I think we could target all sorts of people on the internet, I think there might be someone out there to whom two million would be absolutely nothing and they might love to spray Happisburgh with rocks.  I do feel that perhaps getting up off our seats and doing something for ourselves might give us a lot more sympathy than all our crying for help.  It is just a thought but we seem to have gone off the point of the rocks.  If we said £50 a rock, maybe that would be too much for somebody, but then the whole family could contribute, or perhaps friends could contribute together.  I go back to the time when we decided we didn’t really want to lose our lighthouse.  I mean maybe it doesn’t matter to you whether the lighthouse lights or not but I can tell you it is very much appreciated by people on the rigs, by people – small fishermen who lose their way in the fog and it is nice that our lighthouse still lights – it’s part of our heritage.  And in 1986 they wanted to close it and a group of us, I seem to be always campaigning for something, in those days it was the lighthouse, now it’s my house.  Anyway, in 1986 we decided to try and save the lighthouse and the first stumbling block was we had to get a bill through parliament to do it and in order to do that we had to have some legal help and the legal help was going to cost £15,000.  Well we hadn’t got £15,000 and Happisburgh didn’t seem to want to give us £15,000 so Christine who is sitting at the back there, wrote to all the banks and said could we have a loan of £15,000 which was interest free and to our amazement NatWest wrote back and said we are having a heritage year this year and we think it would be a very good idea to save the lighthouse, here’s £15,000 just like that.  Well maybe that would happen this time – here’s £2 million – get your erosion sorted out.

(applause)

Malcolm:

Brilliant.  I think in all honesty, the only thing that makes me – with what you said there Di – we have already paid for our erosion.  We are paying for it every week, every month, every day, every year.  It’s not charity from our government – it is our absolute right.  We’ve submitted our taxes, we’ve sent all our taxes – they’ve already got the money but they are choosing to say to us we’re not going to spend it on you.  With respect to you Di, I wholly appreciate what you are saying but I have a problem with standing up and trying to get others to help when there is an absolute bound and duty upon the government of this nation to spend our money on us.  That is the only problem I have.  Has anybody else got any suggestions for self help before we move on to people power?  Any other schemes or whizzos?

Inaudible question.

Malcolm:

That’s currently under investigation.  We’ve got somebody from the village who emailed me a while ago actually and said had we investigated that and I said listen chum – the workload is enormous.  So he’s gone and done it and he’s going to report back, so all of those things are coming in.  Believe me we are covering almost every aspect.  If there are any more   - let’s take a show of hands let’s talk about what we said – www.buyarockforhappisburgh.com.  We sell the idea.  People write a cheque to NNDC – whoever and all of that money, not one cent of it goes anywhere else, but all that money goes into protection for Happisburgh, either without a scheme by any of the authorities or on top of a scheme.  How does everybody feel about that?  Do you want us to proceed in that way or do you not feel that’s right.  Let’s have a show of hands.  Let’s have a show of hands for yes, OK, now can we have the no’s – anybody against that?  Two.  And that’s perfectly valid – you have probably got a reason that we haven’t thought of.  Do you have a particular reason?  No?  You just don’t feel comfortable with it?

Question:

If the money is paid to the council will it earn any interest?

Malcolm:

Probably not.

Question:

Would it not be better to approach one of the banks to see if they would hold it for you and to be earning some interest?

Malcolm:

Absolutely excellent.  Hadn’t thought of that one.  That’s a brilliant idea.  Can live with that – providing it is not us that is holding the money which I think would prove awfully difficult and providing it is an absolutely bone fide organisation – bank, council.  We will investigate this one.

Chris:

I just wondered if there would be any advantage in, I like the idea of www.buyarockforhappisburgh.com
but adopt a rock for Happisburgh and actually place a rock on the beach and put someone’s name on it.  Whoever paid for that rock, I don’t know how much a rock costs having said that, but put the rock on the beach and make a statement – this is my effort to protect the village of Happisburgh.  Could we make a symbol – we need a focal point to base our campaign round.  I look down the coast from the caravan site and I see the tea shop and the imminent and grave danger that is in and the adjoining properties.  Can we make that a focal point possibly for our campaign because that is going to be very dramatic, I hate to say this Di, if and when it goes over the cliff it’s going to be huge for this village.  It’s going to be huge in publicity terms and media terms so if our little rocks can be placed around the tea shop, make an island out of the tea shop if you like, and make that our fight if you like, our campaign to save the tea shop and make it a focal point.  Perhaps we would be making a statement, our last stand for the tea shop or whatever it might be.

Malcolm:

I’ll ask Di

Question:

I was talking to somebody the other day about a completely different matter and they were saying if you can get someone who works in Barclays bank, they currently will match your fund raising pound for pound.  If they put their name to your appeal.  A member of staff working for Barclays Bank is allowed to back your fund raising pound for pound & Barclays will match the funding.  So if you raise £100,000 Barclays will give you £100,000.

Malcolm:

Thank you – I like the sound of that even more.  Elsa - have you written that down?  Good.  But are we united in the fact that we are into self-help or not?  Clearly there was a strong show of hands to do it so you are actually saying to us as a group, as an action group that is the direction we move in?  Just shout yes for yes and no for no.  So we’ll proceed with that one.

Question:

I think that if you are going to ask for money for rocks – you have got to have a project – a sea defence that looks good and is a real amenity for Happisburgh.  You know the rocks that are scattered along the front at the moment – they are not visually attractive and we should have a design that people see as a really good thing to support.

Malcolm:

I think you are right.  The only problem is that rocks, incidentally somebody, Chris said – the rocks are £44 per tonne, those rocks down there go between 5 and 9 tonnes each so buy a rock for Happisburgh – you know.  You are quite right – the esplanade thing if we could get European funding for that would be absolutely brilliant.  The problem is that to build it with the good looks would cost twice as much as building it with rock if you know what I mean.  It’s a terribly expensive job and I think the state we are in at the moment we would like it to all go into defending rather than aesthetics.  And yes I can put that point and I certainly will.  Can I pass the mic down?

Question:

I understand at the moment that councils are encouraged to enter partnerships in the private sector, especially in the voluntary sector.  We wouldn’t have to be a charity to be able to work for fund raising to join with the council in coming up with enough money to be able to say do the Wallingford Scheme and if it was attacked on a big enough scale as a partnership maybe not just banks but local government money as well could come.  And of course the all important problem of responsibility and insurance which is the thing that stops voluntary efforts in their tracks most of all.  I think that the very first thing the group would have to look for is somebody to cover the risk.  We could put the money together I’m sure that there are ways of grabbing money – it’s done before, but we can’t get the cover.

Malcolm:

I would agree with you but under what we were thinking of you wouldn’t need to because it would be directly available to the local authority, would be simply added on to whatever funding they have either of their own or of DEFRAs and would be used directly in to go on top of the scheme they are building.  So in essence we would have all of the joy of protection and none of the responsibility of people falling down it.  So I think that would be taken care of.  

Right I think what you have clearly said to us tonight is that you want us to proceed along the self-help route so we’ll look at that.  Does anybody want to add anything to that?

Question:

I’ve been going down to this beach for the last five years, I go down daily.  The rocks are doing the job but you’ve still got erosion from the land.  No ones ever mentioned this - the lie of the land, the water comes – it’s still doing damage.  You can put as many rocks as you like but you’ll still lose land.  You’ve got the wall in place at Cart Gap – you haven’t lost an inch of land.  You see where I’m coming from?  Just after Christmas, the sandbank that had formed has gone.  You’ve now got a 40-foot sheer face at Cart Gap and when it does break, I hope it never does, that’s where it will go through.  And I think now you’ve got all the communities around, not just Happisburgh, get them all together and have all the value of the houses.  Because where does it finish?  Does it finish at Happisburgh, North Walsham, does it go to Ridlington, does it keep going?  Where does it finish – ask Elliot Morley that – where does it finish?  When this beautiful village has gone – I’ve got a lovely barn I’ve worked my heart in this barn.  When I came to Happisburgh I didn’t come for the sea – I didn’t know where it was, I fell in love with the village.  I saw that sign, saw the thatch, it was mine.  I didn’t know where the sea was.  The lawyers never mentioned it, the solicitors never mentioned it when I bought, never mentioned erosion.  Suddenly this all comes in.  I think you’ve got to get Stalham, work with the Broads Authority, get the tourist authority in and promote it.  Get a promenade, get one built, put it there.  All this negative press, you get it on the news, every time it comes in its negative, nothing positive and people come along – has your house dropped in yet – that’s all you get.  And all the scrap down there is a disgrace.  You walk down there, there’s bolts, you can’t walk with your dogs, there’s glass there’s everything.  All been dumped by the contractors I understand.  It’s all washing up.  People come and they look over there and they think – it’s never going to get – they are not interested, it doesn’t even look nice – it looks a disgrace.  I’ve met producers who are doing films who want to do holocaust down there and that’s what they are looking for to make films.  This is true.

Malcolm:

I agree with you and I can tell you much of what you have said has been covered.  

Inaudible Question above continues…

Malcolm:

Yes, I can tell you much of what you have said has been covered as Di and other members of our group will tell you. It’s been covered with the local authority.  Well, whilst, and I fully respect your view, but you, with the greatest respect, you put it in simplistic terms – life never is that simple.  For example, when the steps were put in place that are there now, and we all know they are not Utopia, but they are there.  The local authority were going to clear up the beach, make the beach safe as they put it for health and safety prior to opening the steps.  Now there is one big problem with that.  If they clear up the beach and make it safe they’ve got to remove all the tubes, all the concrete and everything else.  That would leave what is down there even more vulnerable.  

More inaudible comment

Malcolm:

Well, you are entitled to your opinion.  But the rocks haven’t been tested yet; let’s make no mistake about that.  Those rocks were put there to get us through last winter.   They did that.  Let us not think that that is a scheme – it is not.  It is not designed to withstand exceptional weather conditions and it won’t.  But the fact remains that if they clean up that part of the beach as they wanted to do, and you can blame me for that, because I said to them hang on a minute if you remove all of that you make what is there even more vulnerable and they agreed.  What I have asked them to do is quarantine the area from the left hand side of the ramp as you look at it to the end where the bay is forming.  Completely quarantine that area so they can leave the slabs of concrete resting up against the foot of the cliff because everybody here who lives there will tell you – it helps enormously.  They have agreed to leave it there.  I hear what you are saying, but much of this can only be done if it is part of a major scheme.  That is the real draw back.  

More inaudible comment

Malcolm:

No, no I agree a few rocks won’t.  But a few rocks every year by a local authority could build into a pretty nice scheme you know.  But also I think, we put to the minister – why can’t you take all this nonsense out of the equation.  Instead of making the local authorities powers permissive, why not make them statutory and why not fund them accordingly, in other words when it becomes the local authority’s sole responsibility and it’s their legal duty to do a scheme, government funds them to the tune of whatever they agree on, 1,2,3,4,5 million pounds a year whatever, but the local authority is allowed its own discretion to decide how best, where and when it spends that money.  OK that went down like a lead balloon.  They can’t relinquish their control.  And there is a lot in that.  And there is a move, I know, amongst many of the forums to try and get that sort of spending decided locally so that may come.  

So right that’s self-help.  Can we now go on to people power?  What I would like to say to you now is the visit to DEFRA – while we didn’t come away with either thousands of tonnes of rock or an open cheque, it was by no means a failure.  I view the visit to Elliot Morley, as when viewed in the right context, it was a success.  It was a success in even getting there – that was a major achievement on its own.  But I view that as a success.  Now we only got in at Westminster and spent an hour with the minister and fully acquainted him for one reason and that reason is you, because you exercised your people power.  Because at the meeting on January 30th I asked you to write because only by writing can you make an effect because it frightens them.  It absolutely frightens the life out of authority and politicians.  There were between 300 and 400 letters went in – that’s the reason that we got listened to.  You did that not us.  We may have set the scene for you – you did that.  That is people power.  You can do it.  I know it’s a pain writing letters – everybody was saying to me what do I say?  It doesn’t matter what you say – write and say your policies are abysmal; something must be done to save the village of Happisburgh now.  It doesn’t matter as long as you write.  What I am going to say to you now is because DEFRA thought that 13th May was an exercise in explaining to us what the criteria are and that was the end of the matter and we would go away and come back to Norfolk and just sit and think oh well, we have now been told.  Rubbish!  They have forgotten the idea that they work for us, not us for them.  I want everybody here and beyond here to now write to Tony Blair at No 10 Downing Street and tell him what an abysmal job DEFRA, which is recognised as the most inefficient of all government departments, is doing and how illogically they are spending our money.  Not theirs, not his, most certainly not Gordon Brown’s – our money.  And the bulk of the people in this nation would want it spent in a much more effective and a much more fair manner.  Now if you can just understand the power that you have and there is no clearer demonstration than what 300 letters and one really good constituency MP did for you – because make no mistake Norman Lamb has been brilliant.  Now if you can write to Tony Blair as I intend to do and if you can really put it on the line then I believe that people power can move mountains.  You will have an effect.  You already did and you will again.  They think that we’ve folded now.  Let us show them we have not.  We are not going to go away.  We are not satisfied and they have to do something about it.  Now will you write to the prime minister?  It is as simple as that.  I tell you it is vital, it is absolutely vital.  We want another 3 or 400 letters into Tony Blair telling him what an absolute botch his people are making of operating our money.  Now if we can do that we will take it up another notch, move it on another stage.  So I think I really would like to see everybody do that.  If anybody has any problems/difficulty about writing a letter – no means, whatever, then by all means see one of us and we’ll help and do anything we can.  I do think that it is absolutely necessary and vital at this stage.  

Right so that is people power.  Now Item 5.  Mary Dohnau – Mary is a member of the National Flood Forum and she is in fact a Director of the National Flood Forum and she is I believe their Community Liaison Officer – is that correct?   Jolly good.  I am just hugely appreciative.  Mary has driven up from Winchester to be here today and I think the first contact was she thought we were doing a great job fighting our corner, she thought that our website was brilliant and did we want to be part of the national operation.  I said Oh Yes!  So Mary over to you.

Mary:

Thank you.  First of all I come from Worcester, not Winchester!  It’s still taken me 200+ miles to get here and I’m very very grateful to be here and for you allowing me to attend what is a very personal meeting to you all.  And I must say that my heart absolutely goes out to each and every one of you and in my capacity as a Director of the National Flood Forum I do often attend functions at the House of Commons, I mix with Elliot Morley, sorry!, on a regular basis and I often mix with members of parliament and please rest assured that I will never miss an opportunity to raise this issue of your very beautiful and lovely village.  It upsets me greatly that you are being so sorely looked over.  I’ll tell you just a little bit about the National Flood Forum – following the disastrous floods of the year 2000, Bewdley which is a town very near me which was devastated by the floods, formed its own residents flood group very much like yours and they soon found out that they were springing up all over the country.  So we felt it would be a very good idea if we all joined in one voice to complain and to lobby for flood defences because in all our different ways we all need them.  I know that at the end of the day my house has been repeatedly flooded, up to eleven occasions by raw sewage – I don’t actually live near the river – my own house has been flooded by raw sewage and at the end of the day, I move out of my house, I can replaster it and buy new furniture hopefully with repeated insurance and move back in.  You don’t have that luxury.  So your situation is much worse than mine and much worse than anybody else living by the river.  But never the less we do all have a common goal which is to get flood defended.  We too are victims of this dreadful prioritisation scoring which is the criteria.  It is actually made out of 44 points and you are obviously aware that you have to score 22 to qualify for flood defences.  In Worcester we score 3 so you beat us by 2.  It is an absolutely ridiculous system.  To give you another idea how it affects us personally in Worcester.  Up to 12 points can be given for salt marshes – we don’t have any salt marshes in a city in Worcester.  I’ve had a good look round – it’s a big urban environment, we don’t have any interesting conservation areas – that’s interesting we do have interest in them but we don’t have any interesting conservation areas and we can’t create them and so therefore we don’t score the 12 points that we could do.  And I look on the prioritisation scoring as a way of the government not spending any money on flood defences.  If you can’t get flood defences and urban areas can’t get flood defences, who on earth is getting them?  And on Sunday I am actually appearing on BBC1’s politics show like I know you have here arguing this – where is the money going?  It’s got to be given somewhere – is the prime minister wanting a new house inland near no water?  Where is the money going – we have got to get the money.  And this is why the National Flood Forum have got to band together and I hope that you will become affiliated to us because the more people that actually stand up and are counted collectively, the more weight we actually will have.  We do appreciate that the pot is not a bottomless one but I consider that your need is a very great and a very urgent one and this this evening to me has highlighted the absolute nonsense of the prioritisation scoring and I think the more we all lobby collectively and let the government know how we feel, the more chance we have of them actually changing the criteria.  Thank you very much for listening to me and I hope that I will be able to, as Community Liaison Officer, help you in as many ways as possible.  I know and I’m so impressed by all you have done.  You’re responsible for the website aren’t you – it is fantastic.  It has put the National Flood Forum’s to shame and I’ve told all the directors to log on and look at yours and to take on board your cause.  I shall certainly go back to our next board meeting in Birmingham on 4th June and tell them exactly what is happening here and I know all the directors like me will use every available opportunity we have in the Houses of Parliament and elsewhere to fight for your cause.  My very best wishes to you all.  Thank you.

(Applause)

Malcolm:

Thank you Mary.  Thank you.  I think I can speak on behalf of all of the group, whether it’s all of us, one of us, me or any of the others we would certainly like to affiliate.  We certainly need to have a bigger voice on this issue and we would be very happy to do so.  And I would like to just give you my personal thanks – it is a long drive from Worcester and thank you very much for coming.  Thank you.

I’ve just been handed a card which is brilliant really and it’s from a Sally-Ann Sillis who said – sorry I had to rush off – that was the couple that just left was it – I was going to moan at them but I won’t now!  Sorry I had to rush off - I’ve just moved to Happisburgh and will gladly type up audio tapes from any meetings if required.  What a treasure – well done Sally-Ann.  So that’s that little problem solved.  Well I got told by Di that – the silent Jim wishes to speak.  Ladies and gentlemen this is the guy that designed, set up, operates our website – we have accolades from everywhere – it is absolutely brilliant – thank you Jim.

Jim:

I have to say I can’t take all the credit – the design I got a friend of mine at work to do, a lot of the content – most of these wonderful pictures have been donated by local photographers, most of the text has been written by Ed Foss there and other people in the EDP – I just put it all together.  As the cat’s out of the bag and while we’re talking about people power, one of the things I desperately would like to put on the site is some positive things about Happisburgh.  We’ve got lots of negative things and some totally depressing photographs, I’m desperately trying to get happy stories and good photographs about what it is that we are trying to save here.  A recent posting in the forum accused us of just trying to save half a dozen houses.  Personally, although half a dozen houses are a big part of it, there is more at stake to it than that.  If anybody feels the need or feels able to come up with some words, some pictures, paintings, whatever, I am more than happy to put it on the site.  Thank you

(applause)

Malcolm:

Thank you.  Whilst we are on the subject, very briefly, I took huge exception to the suggestion by this anonymous contributor, who may well be here – I don’t know, this anonymous contributor to the website who suggested are we being honest here?  Are we really talking about the demise of a village?  Do we believe that DEFRA will save the village as they have said when it gets much closer to the centre of the village?  Now I took huge exception to this – no I don’t trust DEFRA – every time it looks as though Happisburgh is going to score a goal and get some defences DEFRA move the goal posts, they change the criteria, so no I don’t trust DEFRA.  No I can’t rely on the fact that they are telling us today that when the erosion gets to wherever they will do something – they may well change the criteria. Time for action is now and that is what we are doing.  So I have now to hand over to Di who said that she would quite like an agenda item towards the end of proceedings so I will pass over to Di.

Di:

Thank you very much.  I have talked an awful lot about money tonight and this I’m afraid is also about finances.  First of all may I say to Richard that we are very grateful to have the church and last time when we had the church afore the meeting we had a plate for a collection and this time they have said as there is no heating being used there is no need for us to make any sort of contribution to church funds and for that we are really grateful.  However, we have been working for four years on absolutely nothing.  We have had tremendous help from a lot of people – we’ve had help from the press, we’ve had help from one or two anonymous donors who have helped us pay phone bills, stamps, things like that.  But there have been quite a few expenses over this whole campaign and most of them I may say have been bourn by Malcolm who is not a rich man, I hope he will excuse me saying that, and can ill afford all the expenses that are heaped upon him.  So we have started a little fund and as you go out tonight you will see a pot guarded by Erica, one of our members – oh it’s a bucket – we’re expecting great things and if you could pop the odd penny in the pot we would be ever so grateful.  In addition, one or two people have offered to run fund raising events over the summer and I think you will find Mel standing at the door too, with a little leaflet telling you about one or two things with which you might be able to help.  So thank you very much all the people who have donated things like printing, and the lady who has gone now who is going to type this up and so on – thank the press for all the wonderful things they have done and can we say a great big thank you to Malcolm, not just for the meeting tonight but for all he’s done for all of us and for all the extras that he has put into it with which we hope we are now going to be able to help him.

(applause)

And in addition to Malcolm’s partner Elsa and Malcolm’s daughter Rachel who have also put in a terrific lot of work.

Malcolm:

Thank you Di.  Please don’t anybody speak to me about fund raising – I have nothing to do with it – that’s a matter for Di and the others.  Now my friend Jack has just intimated to me he wants to say a few words so I’ll pass you over to the good hands of Jack Hall.

Jack:

They’re not very good hands ladies and gentlemen.  I just want to say this.  I want to reinforce what Malcolm has said viz a viz writing to the prime minister.  Quite frankly when we were at DEFRA we received not one single answer to a direct question.  Is that right?  And I suggest that rather than just beefing about the situation here at Happisburgh that we ask direct questions like where is the line to be drawn to save Happisburgh?  Is Happisburgh to be saved or is it to go into the sea? Nobody is answering this question; nobody in government is giving us any answer at all.  So I hope with the number of letters you write that you will ask specific questions demanding answers.  What you have received from DEFRA so far, and everybody who sent a letter to DEFRA and to the MP before, received a very full reply.  It illustrated everything about the cost benefit schemes and we’ve heard all of this.  But we want direct answers to specific questions relating to our village and I urge you to do it.

(applause)

Malcolm:

Well done & thank you Jack.  Not only you, of course, I don’t know how many are here tonight, I haven’t had a chance to count, but every one of you knows at least 3,4,5,6 other people that can write as well.   Please, please, please will you be our ambassadors, go forth from this meeting, will you talk to your friends, will you get everybody, if you’ve got relations, if you’ve got friends in other areas, get them to write to their MP.  That is what they need to do – doesn’t matter if they live here or don’t live here, get them to write to their MP.  Demand action for Happisburgh now.  

Question:

I have learnt actually having stood for the local district council - it’s a numbers game.  It doesn’t matter about writing one letter.  If each household was to write 3 letters it’s an individual numbers game – irrelevant to who the person who wrote it.  You could finish half a letter and then write the continuation on the next letter – it actually then counts as numbers.

Malcolm:

Thank you for that.  That’s absolutely right it is a numbers game and I can absolutely assure you you don’t half make their knees knock when you get into the numbers game.  That really, really worries them.  I hope to widen the whole campaign now.  We have run it effectively I would like to think thus far, we’ve been absolutely honest, we’ve been absolutely straight, we’ve played the game absolutely down the line.  Now I want to broaden it into national.  I want to go national.  Mary I hope is going to be a great part of that.  Norman Lamb is going to contact MPs of other maritime authorities to get a bit of a club thing going to get more effect.  I hope to be writing to all of the elected members or the leaders or the chairs of those councils of all the other authorities up and down the land so they can look at our website, good old Jim, and we can say look we have this enormous problem – the criteria is rubbish – are you feeling the same?  Now if we can get the answer to that we can perhaps become a united force and we can move ahead.  So there we go. 

Right that’s about it ladies and gentlemen.  Can I thank you all for coming along this evening.  I must admit you have made life awfully easy for me – my knees were knocking which is what that was for – to disguise and hide them.  Is there anything anyone would like to say – is there any criticism they’ve got of us, me, the way we are operating.  I don’t know it’s very difficult to; the most difficult thing for me over the four years is going into higher authority and saying I represent a number of people.  I have tried to do it effectively and properly – yes

Question:

While sitting here this evening and viewing round the church I note that there are on the wall memorial plaques.  These are people who have given their lives fighting for our shores.  The government of the day asked for men to save our shores – all we are asking now is for the government to give us some money to save our shores.  Thank you.

Malcolm:

Yes – I can’t argue with that one.  Who can?  And let’s remind ourselves of what Reg Purnell said before we close – to our district officer – it’s your fault because you are not managing the thoughts and expectations of your residents.  Oh yes?  Come on – get those letters going.  Let us just tell them what our thoughts and expectations are.  We will not be dictated to by anybody, least of all Big Brother Reg Purnell.  So let’s really get it going – we had 400 letters last time, lets make it 600 this time, let’s really show them how stung we are.  Please, please go away and get all your friends, all of your relations, it doesn’t matter where they live – it really doesn’t matter – they can write to their own MP, they can write to Tony Blair but we must here now move it up the anti one stage and that’s Tony Blair.

Thank you very much ladies and gentlemen.  Is there anything else anybody would like to say or would like us to do or feel they would like me to do?

Inaudible Comment

Malcolm:

You’ve written to Tony Blair – did you get a reply?

Barely Audible Comment:

No, I wrote and thanked him for making us feel useless.

Malcolm:

Well done.  There you go - write to Tony Blair because he can do anything you know – he’s the man.  At that point I would thank you most sincerely for coming – you’ve made it awfully easy for me, my knees have stopped knocking.  Thank you – we’ll do this again – obviously its OK with everybody here – is this the best way to keep you all informed?  Do you want this to continue?  I’ve got to start buttering up Richard and two church wardens right this minute if that is the case.  Thank you very much ladies and gentlemen and a very, very good night to you.

(Applause)_

Page 1 of 22

