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Dear Kavalneer 
Re Tailored Review of Historic England
I am writing to respond to the Historic England (HE) Tailored Review Consultation, following our helpful meeting last week.
As you know, I write as Chair of the Historic Religious Buildings Alliance (HRBA), an independently-funded group within The Heritage Alliance. The members of the HRBA include faith groups and charitable trusts who between them maintain almost all the listed religious buildings in the United Kingdom. 
As you pointed out, historic religious buildings play a valuable part in place-making and creating a sense of shared identity – indeed, we saw a national expression of this when Notre Dame was burning, but the same is true at a local level. They also, of course, have a social and cultural role, as well as being the centre for much voluntary work. Their impact on well-being can be considerable. 
To give some scale to this, there are about 20,000 listed places of worship in the UK. The majority are in England where there are about 14,500 listed religious buildings, of which something over 80% are owned by the Church of England, with most of the remainder being churches owned by other Christian denominations and charitable trusts. A small number of listed places of worship are owned by other faith groups, and our membership includes Jewish and Muslim representatives. Over half of the listed religious buildings in England are designated at the higher grades of listing (Grade I and II*). This heritage is cared for by volunteers for whom heritage is not the primary purpose of their associating together: they are, if you like, ‘inadvertent custodians’. Hence the need for support.
The dealings of the HRBA with HE are almost entirely at the national and strategic level, so this letter says little about the experience of dealing with regional offices, or about grant schemes. It may be that some of our organisational or individual members will write to you about these matters.
We will also respond to the online consultation. We have circulated the link to the online questionnaire to the 1,500 people who receive our monthly newsletter, and I hope this will also provide a useful response from the sector. 

It seems, though, that the online questionnaire often does not allow comments when one agrees or partly agrees with a statement, only when one disagrees, so this letter focuses on the positives in our relationship with Historic England. In fact, there is a good deal to be positive about.
However, as you know, HE has suffered severe cuts to its funding in the past few years. It has responded imaginatively, but this has undoubtedly constrained its activities. It is important that government appreciates that – rightly or wrongly – this is seen by the heritage sector as indicative of a scaling back in government’s interest in heritage.

HE strategic focus on places of worship
In England, nearly one half (45%) of Grade I listed buildings are churches and other religious buildings. Thus these buildings form a very substantial proportion of the most important buildings in England’s historic building stock. They are looked after by a particular type of voluntary organisation (congregations). 
It has therefore seemed to us realistic and appropriate that Historic England should have had a dedicated individual to mould and drive through its strategic activity for places of worship. That has lately changed: we do not yet have enough experience of the recent reorganisation to see how the changes will pan out in this respect.

Heritage at Risk

The Heritage at Risk (HAR) register now includes listed places of worship. Significant investment was made in adding these to the list some years ago, but thereafter there was some concern in the sector about whether sufficient funds were available to keep it up to date. We believe that HE may be addressing this issue.

Enhanced Advisory Services

Due to HE’s pricing plan for these services, most if not all places of worship requiring such advice receive it free. This is appreciated: it is, perhaps, appropriate, as these buildings are being supported by volunteers, who have no financial interest in the building.
Repair grants

To all intents and purposes, HE no longer give repair grants for historic places of worship. This followed the reduction in grant-in-aid some years ago.

If government money ever again became available for this purpose, we believe that as a first step HE should advise on overall priorities, in discussion with the rest of the sector. 
Proactive engagement

Our experience is that HE proactively engages with the sector, both in terms of subject matter and personal interaction. It is important to appreciate that much of this activity is ‘entrepreneurial’, in the sense of responding to an opportunity or need rather than being part of business as usual or a statutory requirement.

For example, a major strategic move has been HE’s role in encouraging the government to sponsor the Taylor Review of Church of England churches, which has reframed the debate about the future of these buildings.

More routinely, HE organises the Places of Worship Forum (POWF) which brings together representatives from various stakeholders. A glance at the agendas for the past ten years or so shows the wide range of subject matter covered, and the useful balance between HE asking for feedback on its plans and matters being raised by members for discussion. Meetings encourage a breadth of discussion, and the building of productive personal relationships with HE staff. Our understanding is that such a consultative body is not a statutory requirement; but it would be sorely missed if it disappeared.
Other important examples of HE making things happen is the very successful support-officer role, placing advisory staff with particular organisations, which HE has championed and part-finances. This has led to significantly increased resource in the sector. Another instance is the Taking Stock programme, which has not only revolutionised our understanding of some lesser-known types of building, e.g. Roman Catholic and Quaker buildings, but helped us understand how they are positioned for future challenges.
There has also been a steady stream of policy-focused research projects, recent examples including a review of the historical value of church pews (a growing issue with pew removal becoming more common), the history of mosques in this country, and a survey of Buddhist buildings. HE has organised some important conferences, often in collaboration with other groups, such as the recent one on twentieth-century churches, whose method of construction can raise particular conservation challenges. 
HE also regularly responds to the need for advice, producing evidence-based and pragmatic guidance documents on matters of concern for historic places of worship (such as lead theft, flooding, fire guidance, making changes to historic religious buildings) responding thoughtfully to new issues as they arise. 
HE’s work in this area is multi-faith and multi-denominational and informed by a deep understanding of historic buildings. HE also brings a welcome insight into the voluntary groups which care for these buildings. In this context, we have noticed that HE makes a particular effort to build bridges with hard-to-reach groups, such as BME churches, some of which worship in listed buildings.

From our knowledge of equivalent organisations in other home countries, we would say that HE is well ahead of the others in the quality and extent of its engagement with, and support of, the historic religious buildings sector.

* * *

I hope the above is helpful. Please do not hesitate to come back to me with any queries.

Yours sincerely
Trevor Cooper
Chairman, the HRBAlliance

An independently-funded group within the Heritage Alliance
tel (direct): 020 7233 900
email: hrbchair@theheritagealliance.org.uk
web: www.hrballiance.org.uk
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