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Information for community events 
 

 
Somerset residents are being invited to join in national commemorations to 
mark the 70th anniversary of Victory in Europe (VE) Day. 
 
Friday 8 May will mark 70 years since the Second World War ended and peace 
was declared. Over 60 million people were killed in the near six-year conflict. 
 
On 8 May, the Union Flag will be flown at County Hall in Taunton. 
 
This document provides some practical guidance to help communities or 
individuals planning to hold an event, from lighting a bonfire to throwing a street 
party. 
 
The information is based on the guidance provided by Pageantmaster House to 
help people prepare for anniversary events. 
 
 
 
Legal essentials and safety for VE Day events 
 
General guidance 
If your event includes inviting the public, or it is a third party venue, then please 
note the following advice. 
 
Licensing 
Generally, all public entertainment has to be licensed by the local authority. The  
law on this aims to ensure the safety of the public and performers.  
 
To find out more about or to discuss a public entertainment licence for your 
event, you will need to contact your district or borough council (contact details 
for each of the Somerset districts are provided at the end of this document). 
 
Insurance 
Unfortunately accidents can happen at even the best organised events. 
Therefore you will need to consider and obtain insurance cover for your event, 
whether it is on your own premises or someone else’s.  

 
• Beacon/Bonfire events require specialist public liability cover. If you 

hire a park or venue or use land owned by a third party, they are likely to 
require you to have your own suitable insurance to cover your liability for 
any injury to the public or damage to other people’s land or property. 

 



 
 

• If hiring equipment for the event, you may need to insure these items. 
 

• You may also need to consider cover for loss of any financial outlay 
you incur if the event has to be cancelled for reasons beyond your 
control, or loss of money, particularly if you are holding a fund-raising 
event. 

 
Central Government is working closely with Unity Insurance Services, which is a 
specialist insurance broker in the voluntary and non-profit sector. They have 
developed a range of bespoke insurance covers specifically for beacon or 
bonfire events, underwritten by Ansvar Insurance. Both Unity and Ansvar are 
owned by charities and donate all their available profits back to charity. 
 
To obtain a quote or for more details or advice on the insurance cover you may 
need, please visit Unity’s website, www.unityinsuranceservices.co.uk/veday or 
telephone them on 0345 040 7702. 
 
*Alternatively, the licensing department at your district or borough council 
may be able to direct you to a suitable specialist company or broker, but 
you should not try to source this kind of insurance from a non-specialist. 
 
 
Emergency services 
Tell the police well in advance about the type of event you are planning, and get 
in touch with your local community police officer. Write to the fire brigade and 
ambulance service, particularly if you are planning to have a bonfire or beacon 
bonfire, fireworks, or an event that will attract a large crowd. 
 
St John’s Ambulance and the British Red Cross will provide first aid and 
sometimes a vehicle. In some areas they are simply happy to receive a 
donation. In others, expect a fee to be charged. 
 
Food and drink 
Basic food hygiene guidelines should be followed at all times if you are 
providing food and drink. Caterers must have food hygiene certificates. Advice 
on this subject can be obtained from your district or borough council 
environmental officer. 
 
Alcohol 
If you want to sell alcohol you will need a licence. You should contact your 
district or borough council to seek information from them on how to apply. All 
existing licences have to be renewed and this will inevitably lead to long lead-in-
times. Please apply as early as possible. 
 
 

 



 
Site Clearance 
Contact your district or borough council to discuss clearance and disposal of 
litter after your event if it is on public ground.  
 
You can help this process by arranging litter bins or recycling bins around the 
site, and a crew to clear up throughout the event. 
 
All Ability Access 
Think about how accessible your event is for disabled people. You could talk to 
community transport schemes in your district about arranging transport. On 
green field sites access may be improved by cutting the grass before the event. 
 
 
 
VE Day bonfires – 10 Top Tips 
 
As part of this year’s nation-wide VE Day celebrations, some communities will 
be lighting bonfires, or taller beacon bonfires, to create a symbolic chain of light 
and remembrance. The lighting will take place at 9.30pm on Friday 8 May. 
 
If it is something you or your community group are interested in doing, this 
section offers some key advice, along with ten top tips for those planning to 
build a large ‘bonfire beacon’. 
 
General guidance 
 

• Locate the bonfire at least 30m away from buildings, roads, railways and 
public rights of way, and a safe distance from dangerous materials and 
overhead power lines 

• Ensure it has good access for the transportation of materials for the 
bonfire and sufficient space for spectators to stand upwind 

• Obtain the landowner’s permission and involvement 
• Liaise with local fire brigade and emergency services, presenting them 

with your plans, and seek their advice and support 
 
10 tips for bonfire beacons 
 
1. Prepare site by removing top layer of turf and stack away from fire area. 

Obtain seven poles, 5-6m in length. Attach four guy ropes to top of one pole 
and anchor as shown (see diagram below). 
 

2. Erect remaining poles as shown, ensuring tops are secured in place. 
 

3. Use either pallets or suitable lengths of timber, spreading them over ground 

 



 
area of beacon for a good through draught. Secure timber horizontally 
between poles as shown, preventing material placed over the framework 
from dropping through. Construct access tunnel to the middle of the beacon. 
Keep middle empty until required. Always construct the bonfire so it 
collapses inwards as it burns. 

 
4. Use only wood for combustible materials. Do not burn dangerous items such 

as foam-filled furniture, old tyres, aerosols or tins of paint. Build upwards 
until height of centre pole is reached. Materials around top should be loosely 
packed to allow air flow. Cover bonfire to keep it dry.  

 
5. Fill centre with suitable, dry combustible materials. Check construction is 

stable and remove any unsuitable materials that may have been added. 
Look specifically for fireworks, aerosols, highly inflammable materials or 
containers with such materials. 

 
6. Construct a safety barrier out of ropes and stakes or scaffold poles to ensure 

public is kept at a safe distance from the fire. 
 

 

                  Steps 1-6 of building a bonfire beacon 
 
7. In daylight, and just before lighting, check that there are no children or 

animals playing or hiding in the bonfire. Arrange for, and brief sufficient 
numbers of marshals. 

 
8. The person looking after the fire should not wear lightweight clothing that 

could ignite easily. They should wear a substantial outer garment of wool, or 
other material of low flammability, and stout boots. They should know what 
to do in the event of a burn injury, or a person’s clothing catching fire, and 
should have a fire blanket ready in the bonfire area along with a number of 
fire extinguishers. 

 
9. Lighting: the safest and recommended approach is to use paper and solid 

firelighters in six places just inside the walls of the beacon to ensure an even 
burn. Never use flammable liquids such as paraffin or petrol to get it going 
as this can result in uncontrolled spread of fire or explosion. 

 
10. To light the beacon: from poles 2m in length, prepare hand torches for 

lighting with paraffin-soaked rags wired around one end. Remember, 
paraffin is dangerous and great care should be taken. Paraffin can be used 
as directed, but it is still dangerous and should at all times be treated with 

 



 
great care – for example, always ensure all excess paraffin is drained off 
rags before use. If spilt on your clothes during the preparation of your 
beacon lighting you should replace those items of clothing before 
approaching any naked flames. In particular, always remember to replace 
the lid on any container of unused paraffin and store it in a safe place away 
from naked flames. Do not use an accelerant on the fire itself. 

 

 
Useful contacts 
 
To get in touch with Somerset County Council if you want to close a road to 
hold a street party, or to discuss how rights of way might be affected, please 
telephone 0300 123 224 or email generalenquiries@somerset.gov.uk   
 
Mendip District Council’s events guidance is online at 
www.mendip.gov.uk/article/1931/Holding-Events-on-Council-Land or you can 
phone 0300 303 8588. 
 
For Sedgemoor District Council’s guide to organising community events, visit 
www.sedgemoor.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=10159 or phone 0845 408 2540/ 
01278 435435. 
 
Guidance from South Somerset District Council can be found online at 
www.southsomerset.gov.uk/licensing,-permits,-registrations-and-notifications/ or 
by phoning 01935 462462. 
 
Visit www.tauntondeane.gov.uk and click on ‘Hold an event on council land’ for 
Taunton Deane Borough Council’s planning and licensing information, phone 
01823 356364 or email parks@tauntondeane.gov.uk 
 
West Somerset Council’s licensing and planning information is available 
online at www.westsomersetonline.gov.uk or you can phone 01643 703704. 
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