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NORWICH SOCIETY AGM, 22 SEPTEMBER 2021 

CHAIR’S REPORT 
 

It is a real delight to be able to finally welcome you to this meeting in person, it's been a 
long time coming, and while I fear we are not yet out of the pandemic, if indeed we ever go 
back to life pre COVID we are at least able to start function again in nearer to normal 
circumstances. 

As many of you know, I have been involved with the Norwich Society for many years, not I 
imagine for as long as many of you have, but long enough to have seen the Society’s 
priorities ebb and flow with emphasis on different aspects of its work depending on the 
members of the Executive Committee at the time. 

Since taking on the role of Acting Chair my emphasis has been on greater cooperation and 
collaboration with other interested parties. As you will see, as I provide a brief overview of 
the work of the Society over the past 2 1/2 years, we have been most influential when we 
have worked in partnership with other organisations and like-minded bodies. This is 
something we will continue to develop over the coming years. There are many challenges 
facing the city as we adjust to life post pandemic and solving these challenges will perhaps 
require different approaches to those of the past. Greater collaboration by everyone 
invested in Norwich remaining a vibrant, great place to work rest and play seems to be a 
sensible solution. 

 

Thank you 

It is perhaps unusual to start with thank yous but we're not living in conventional times, so I 
thought I would start differently.  

Firstly a big thank you to you the members who have stuck with us throughout the 
pandemic. I know many of you enjoy the social side which membership of the Society 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

bestows. Meeting on the trips, the walks and the lectures are all great opportunities to meet 
like-minded people and explore parts of the city you may be unfamiliar with, clearly it wasn't 
possible to continue operating in this way due to COVID. Hopefully the changes we have 
made to the way we operate have continued to engage you with the work of the Society. 

As you will see from the Treasurer’s Report the membership has held up remarkably well. 
This is essential if we are able to continue to operate both financially but more importantly 
to have plenty of volunteers to continue the work of the Society. 

This brings me to my second thank you. To all of the volunteers working on our 
committees. You have all adapted to new ways of working and have done so splendidly. 
Behind the scenes the committee work moved online and has continued unabated, dealing 
with both the big issues affecting the city and the smaller day to day operations of the 
Society. 

Next the tireless work of our coordinators. As you know Rachel Kirk left us at the start of 
the year. Rachel gave outstanding service to the Society in helping us to not only relocate 
from the assembly house to Saint Martin at Palace church but also in helping to recruit her 
replacement 

I said in my introduction to the annual report that the Society has the knack of finding the 
right person for its coordinator at the right time and in Laura Davey we have found another 
great efficient organiser with a passion for the city and the work that we do. It is good Laura 
can finally meet you in person. 

Without the invaluable work of our sponsors and financial supporters we would be unable 
to maintain the high quality of our work and publications. Their support is appreciated. 

A final word of thanks to my employer Larking Gowen and to my colleagues on the 
Executive Committee both past and present.  Like PG Wodehouse said, If the prophet Job 
were to walk into the room at this moment, I could sit swapping hard-luck stories with him 
till bedtime, we were evicted from the office, lost our coordinator and all in the middle of a 
pandemic, but with their unwavering support we have made it through.   

So what have we been doing? 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

CIO conversion 

If you can cast your minds way back to the 2019 AGM we agreed in principle to convert the 
Society from a Charitable Trust to a Charitable Incorporated Organisation, which is the 
modern setup for bodies such as ours. I'm pleased to say this process is now complete. 

It wasn't without some unforeseen bumps in the road on the way, for example I did not 
expect the Charity Commissioners to start challenging our existing charitable objectives but 
we got there in the end, so thanks to all who have helped contribute to making this happen. 
The Society now has a modern more transparent structure better suited to the 21st century. 

 

Anglia Square 

The big event must be our success, so far, in connection with the redevelopment of Anglia 
Square. I included this picture of the Weston Homes proposal in the hope that it is the last 
time we shall see it! 

Working in conjunction with Historic England, SAVE British heritage, the Norwich cycling 
campaign, local residents and other interested organisations we were able to pull together 
a highly skilled and knowledgeable team to represent the Society at the public planning 
inquiry. While we did not quite persuade the planning inspector of the merits of case, 
although it was acknowledged by both the inspector and the Council that the 
redevelopment would harm the City, we did enough for the Community Secretary to refuse 
permission. 

Nobody disagrees that the site should be redeveloped but approving a poor scheme which 
is presented as the only option cannot be the right way to go. 

I am pleased to report talks between all interested parties including Weston Homes are 
now underway and will hopefully result in a better scheme more suitable for the local area 
and the wider City. 

We appreciate that our stance on this matter has strained our relationship with City Hall but 
there are times when it is necessary to stand up and be counted and this this is one of 
those times.  It was comforting to hear just now from the Lord Mayor that dissenting voices 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

are important and he can rest assured that ours will continue to be heard when the need 
arises. 

We understand the need to work with the local authority whenever we can and we have 
held a productive meeting with the new head of planning, Sarah Ashurst. 

Historically we had regular meetings with the Leader of the Council to discuss matters of 
mutual interest and have recently approach the council to see if this is a possibility for the 
future. We are keen to be a supportive where we can and wish to work with the council 
when opportunities to do so arise. 

 

Local Listing project 

A case in point is the excellent work which can be achieved when working in collaboration 
with the City Council is our work on the local listing project. The original project, undertaken 
nearly ten years ago, became an exemplar in the country for such work. 

Our then coordinator, Vicky Manthorpe, who I am pleased to see here today, gave lectures 
to other civic groups on how it could be done. 

The Conservation and Development Committee are now working to extend the scope of 
the local list to include areas from the outer ring road to the city boundary and I'm sure that 
this work will be as highly regarded as phase one of the original project. 

 

East Norwich regeneration 

As I mentioned we have large challenges facing the city. Our Strategic Planning and 
Transport Committee is engaged in the East Norwich regeneration masterplan consultation 
process. It is hoped this redevelopment can be achieved with sustainable high-class 
architecture, something the city can be proud of in the years to come. 

The Conservation and Development Committee and Civic Environment Committee are both 
active in monitoring the state of the historic buildings within the City and the spaces 
between them. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Working in partnership with Norwich BID we commissioned a report on climate change. An 
intern worked with local business resulting in reports on community renewables, 
identification of circular process is products and solutions and zero waste schools, all 
demonstrating that there is more to the Society than just protecting the city's heritage; we 
are also actively looking to the future. 

 

Changing high street 

I suspect dealing with the implications of changing consumer habits, accelerated by the 
pandemic will be the next big project to be considered but these changes create great 
opportunities which the local authority, business and the community need to work together 
to take advantage of. We are ready willing and able to be part of that team. The centre of 
Norwich has been used in many ways over the past 1,000 years.  There is no reason to 
suppose it will not be able to adapt again. 

 

Publications 

As you will have seen from the Annual Review, further great work has been undertaken 
throughout this period by our Publications Working Group. ‘Aspects of Norwich’ continues 
to be highly regarded with informative and interesting articles throwing the spotlight on 
lesser-known Norwich features, events and personalities. The ‘21st Century Architecture’ 
book was very well received and not just by those whose buildings were featured in the 
book! 

 

Social media and events 

The pandemic encouraged us to move online. 

Thanks to the Publicity and Events Committee we now have excellent content on Twitter 
Facebook Instagram and YouTube. If you have not yet explored what we have on offer I 
would encourage you to do so. Links to all of these social media platforms can be found on 
our website.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Clearly we have hidden talents within the Society which the online lectures are allowing us 
to showcase to the wider world. Articles and features regularly attract significant numbers 
of followers and hits as Vanessa will show you later this evening.  

 

Governance 

Much of what I have set out this evening is the work that we are doing in the wider 
community under our charitable objectives, but plenty has been going on internally within 
the Society too. 

A group has considered our longer-term strategic objectives and more importantly how we 
should identify them and decide which should be supported. 

We are most often reactive, but there is no reason why we should not be more proactive, 
and we have now developed a process for impartially considering plans, proposals and 
objectives so the Society can ensure that what it is hoping to achieve has a realistic 
prospect of success. 

A second group has been considering the state of our finances. As you will shortly hear they 
could be better. 

Plans have been developed to do something about it. We have a number of exciting 
initiatives we hope to start implementing over the coming months, including the relaunch 
of our corporate membership scheme. This has rather gone by the wayside as businesses 
hunkered down to ride out the pandemic mainly from their staff bedrooms but as things 
slowly unlock we need to be ready to re-engage with local business. 

We are lucky that we have several firms who routinely support us come what may and we 
are hopeful that a few more will be willing to join this august group. 

My special thanks to everyone who has worked with me on these projects bringing plenty 
of ideas to the table and actively contributing to the good-natured discussions to help us 
secure the future of the Society for many years to come. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

With the centenary now less than two years away I am sure that there will be plenty of 
opportunity for more people to get involved in similar special projects to celebrate this 
important milestone. 

We are always on the lookout for willing volunteers to help with our work, please to talk to 
us to see how you can become involved. 

 

DCA21 

Finally, as you are no doubt aware we are again involved in the forthcoming Norwich and 
Norfolk Design and Craftsmanship Awards there will be more about that later in Vanessa's 
presentation, but suffice for me to say that we have had more involvement with the 
administration of this year's event which promises to be a good evening on Thursday 
October 14th so well done to everyone who's given up their time to help with this. 

 

I could go on for some time yet with our achievements over the past couple of years but 
hopefully you've heard enough to give you a good flavour of what we've been up to on your 
behalf. It has certainly been an unusual time to Chair the Society but it has also been a 
privilege. 

I believe we continue to do excellent work to promote and preserve all that is best about 
Norwich which couldn't be possible without your continued support so once again thank 
you. 

 

Barry Howell, Chair 


