WAREHAM BURIAL JOINT COMMITTEE

The organization has 10 members from the parish and town councils and representatives for the Church and Funeral Directors.  The Joint Committee has the responsibility for all interments in the Parishes of Arne, Wareham Town and Wareham St Martin.  Part of the management includes the maintenance and upkeep of both cemeteries at Wareham New Cemetery, Conniger Lane and Hill View, Worgret Road plus the Closed Churchyard at Lady St Mary.

Two of the members are from our Parish, Mrs Vivienne Ward (who is the current Chairman) and Nigel Barnes.  The Parish Council will be paying £3,036 for 2012/2013 as its contribution towards the costs of the Joint Committee, which may seem a large amount but it is much cheaper than if we had to manage our own burial ground.  Apart from landscaping, tree work and ground maintenance, there is the annual safety check of gravestones, maintenance of the War Graves, boundary walls, removal of waste, etc. there are the added expenses of grave digging, water supply, legal documentation and solicitor services to consider as well as paying for the employment of a clerk with her vital office equipment.  It is not surprising, therefore, that the contributions (based on the number of electorate in the Parish) are fairly high.

The fashion for cremation has not made the burial business redundant as there are approximately 280 graves at Hill View, Worgret since it opened in 1996 with room for a further 3000.  It would appear the business has diversified rather than altered course and thereby offers people more of a choice in service.  We have a cremation area and the burial sites are divided into adult plots (the main area), children’s area and a teenager area.  The Joint Committee have declared a further interest to extending this land so that in the future Woodland burials can be offered.
Many local families prefer to be interred within the walls of Wareham rather than in Worgret so the Joint Committee has turned the Paupers Ground into a new burial area for ashes only; the area is delineated by Purbeck stone markers and referred to as Priory View.  This area could be re-used as those buried there were generally interred at the cost of the local authority and many were resident at the local workhouse.  The New Cemetery, Conniger Lane is now full and so Priory View is the only alternative to being within the walls.  
Apart from the contributions from the three constituent councils, the Joint Committee gains its income from fees charged for interments, purchase of the exclusive right of burial, memorial and additional inscription approvals.  This money is spent on the management and maintenance of the cemeteries and currently it is costing over £1,000 per month to keep the Wareham cemeteries within the walls in a good condition.  Added to this, there is the responsibility of keeping the War Graves tidy although the War Graves Commission does have a local gardener who tends to the plants and borders.  The Commission pays £350 p.a. to the Joint Committee for this work and there are 70 War Graves to look after.  Next year, the payment will be increased to £500 p.a. but clearly this does not cover the cost.

Recent projects have been to register the cemeteries with Land Registry, Weymouth but advice given by financial professionals at a parish council seminar was that a Joint Committee is not a corporate body (such as a Burial Board) and cannot therefore own land or employ staff.  This was a can of worms the members did not expect but the matter had to be regularised as soon as possible.  Wareham Town Council agreed to be lead council for the registration of land on behalf of all 3 councils.  Hill View Cemetery has now been registered and the Wareham Cemeteries within the walls will be done this year, 2012, but there has been some delays due to technicalities and legal documents.

Wareham St Martin Parish Council recently agreed to be lead council for the employment of the Clerk and be responsible for all payments in that respect; the council will be repaid by the Joint Committee but it will appear as management costs rather than employment.  This should then ensure that the Joint Committee is acting in a responsible and legal manner.
The work is of a varied nature and often entails the Clerk having to think on her feet.  A year ago, one of the contractors was strimming in the Closed Churchyard at Lady St Mary when he disappeared into a 6ft deep brick lined vault as the capping stone had given way.  Thankfully he was not hurt but took a lot of ribbing from his workmates.  The Joint Committee hired Bournemouth University to carry out soundings (such as those done on the Time Team programme) to find if there were other underground vaults.  The records of the burials and vaults were kept by the Church so the Joint Committee is unaware of what is under the turf.  The collapsed vault was filled in immediately but local archaeologist, Lilian Ladle, was most interested as the vault had been painted black.  Back in history, it was said that for the payment of the odd keg of brandy, the local parson turned a blind eye when smugglers dug their own vault in the churchyard, tarred it to keep the damp out, and used it to hide their contraband whilst local enforcement officers were searching the area.  They would then return and remove the goods during the night.  This vault just might have been that dug by the smugglers, we will never know.
At Hill View there was a brick storage shed with water supplied but due to its isolation, it was broken into and the equipment stored in there taken.  The building is lain empty since 1998 and the Joint Committee felt it was a waste.  A suggestion was made that it could be refurbished and turned into a non-denominational family meeting room to be used during funerals, especially during inclement weather as the area is incredibly windy.  With funding from Awards for All in 2011, the work began and it is now available for gatherings to use so that families can take their time during this very difficult period.  Hill View Lodge can only be booked through funeral directors but the Joint Committee is sure that it will be well used.

Another project for the future is to create a wildlife area behind Lady St Mary Church and involve local school children so that they can enjoy the environment but also gain an understanding of local history and family ties within the cemeteries.  The provision of Woodland burials at Hill View would add another facet to the business and offer greater choice to local families.
