Introduction

Personal greeting
I don’t need to tell you that Places of Worship are hugely important contributors to England’s Heritage.  That’s obviously the case whether we’re talking about the landscape value, the historic associations, the contribution to local environments or, increasingly, their role in providing appropriate social services to the heart of communities in need.

Members of both Houses responded splendidly to English Heritage’s Inspired!  campaign when it was launched in 2006 and we are very grateful for that support and your continued interest in this area of our work.  I’d like to bring you up to date with progress on that front.  I also want to tell you about this year’s Heritage at Risk project, which is to focus on Places of Worship, what we’ve been doing with cathedrals and the future of the Listed Places of Worship Scheme. Finally, I’d like to make sure you have the June 15th Parliamentary bus trip in your diaries.

Inspired!

So to start with Inspired!  

The thrust of the Inspired! agenda was to provide congregations with the means to help themselves, tools that would make managing historic places of worship easier.

Most congregations don’t understand what makes their listed building special. Why is it that one building is protected by listing when a neighbouring one isn’t?  If congregations don’t appreciate why the State has identified their building as significant in a particular way how can they grasp what changes to it would or wouldn’t be appropriate?  How can they make best use of it or raise funding to maintain it properly?

English Heritage is determined to help those 14,300 congregations.  

List descriptions

One of the Inspired! targets was to re-write grade I list descriptions so that volunteers caring for their buildings would find the list descriptions helpful and informative.  If I tell you that the list description for Eton College Chapel, for example, ran to two sentences, you’ll guess that for many parish churches that amount of information simply wasn’t enough to help them understand what made their building special.  I’m glad to say that Eton College Chapel’s list description has now been rewritten and you can see that it is much more helpful and user-friendly.  This is a model of what our designation team is aiming to achieve. Clear information, accessibly worded, full enough to provide volunteers with sound information but not utterly overwhelm them with art, archaeology and architectural history.

Much work must be done to write descriptions that communicate the special nature of the listed place of worship clearly.  Although resources haven’t stretched to rewrite all 4,200 grade I descriptions we have now completed over 660 re-listings of ABC buildings and will now share those with congregations so they have a much better grasp of what they have inherited, how they can best manage it and hand on what really matters to future generations.

We are also working on upgrading some buildings and those of you who joined me on the bus trip last year will be delighted to see this new description of St Sophia Cathedral in west London.  When we visited it was grade II*, thanks to our enthusiasm it has now been recommended for upgrading to I.

Support Officers

Useful as such reference materials are, there is nothing like a human being if you really want advice.  The Inspired! programme has ensured that English Heritage has ring-fenced £1.5m to part fund individuals to be employed by places of worship.  

These Support Officers posts are tailor-made to suit the needs of each situation; some are working with Anglican dioceses to tackle identified challenges in particular areas, others with a brief to help congregations open up to visitors – whether school children, tourists, pilgrims, those attending concerts or exhibitions.  Others are co-financed by local authorities, keen to involve places of worship within regeneration schemes or tourism agendas and some are working nationally with partner organisations such as the Churches Conservation Trust, the National Churches Trust and Andrew Mawson’s One Church 100 Uses, about which you heard at your last meeting.  These national posts are important as they enable congregations in areas or faith groups that have not yet signed-up to employ an officer of their own, to access expertise and advice. 

We’re we aiming to create 30 such posts; 11 have already been taken up and we have over 40 further expressions of interest.  You may think that this scheme has been a little slow getting going but in fact we are doing very well since many Places of Worship, especially the Church of England, budget with the calendar rather than the financial year, so January 2010 was the first opportunity for many of them to ring-fence funding for these posts.  It is also taking them time to create partnerships; enterprising ones have been made between RDAs, Local Authorities, private trusts, tourism initiatives and rural development bodies – giving a new richness of understanding between diverse bodies as well as bringing Places of Worship into the heart of other organisations’ plans and strategies.

It’s also helping real people; like the congregation of Salford St Clement where the building was vandalised and in desperate straights.  Our Support Officer there helped the churchwardens, neither of whom had ever even had bank accounts, to access hundreds of thousands of pounds of grants to restore their splendid building and it is now a vibrant space providing local facilities across the generations and, very importantly, giving members of the community, worshippers or not, a real sense of their own worth and significance.
Maintenance

The other great thrust of Inspired! was basic maintenance.  What do we mean by that?  Basically, a ladder and a stout pair of gloves.  Basically, maintenance is about making sure that water is removed from the building as efficiently and quickly as possible.  So we’re talking clearing leaves, footballs, dead pigeons and other debris out of gutters, downpipes and drains.  Removing the self-rooted tree that’s growing in the tower parapet, making sure that the soakaways do soak, not flood.  This isn’t thrilling stuff but is the very foundation of sustainability.  It’s crucial that we get this message across as our climate changes; we expect higher winds and stronger downpours of intense rain, which will completely overwhelm our buildings unless congregations do their routine maintenance.  

Since 2006 we’ve worked with the Anglican dioceses of London, Gloucester and St Edmundsbury and Ipswich to explore ways in which practical, man-on-a-ladder, schemes can be run so that congregations that don’t have the resources to clear their own gutters can get help. These projects have taught us a great deal about operating efficiently and we are now developing some sample specifications and models that will help congregations to access value-for-money, high quality, services.

The importance of maintenance to historic places of worship cannot be over-emphasised.  A blocked gutter may lead to tens of thousands of pounds having to be spent on repairs to replace stonework beneath, eroded by the drip of overflowing water and the extensive re-decoration of the wall behind it, ruined by damp.  In some situations hugely significant wall paintings can be lost, or an important organ ruined or mediaeval wordwork turned into a playground for damp-loving beetles and rots.  

Good, basic maintenance, will go a long way towards preventing expensive crises.  That, of course, means that the funds English Heritage and the HLF and other grant-giving bodies have to offer, can therefore be directed at the unavoidable major structural problems caused by subsidence, or the eventual failure of naturally aged materials such as lead and glass, not paid out to make good damage which, with a bit of sensible care, could have been prevented.

But the crucial importance of maintenance isn’t deeply embedded in the places of worship culture.  We intend therefore to make it a key message in our Places of Worship at Risk launch this summer.  We are working with our partners, many of whom are around this table, to try and communicate the why, what and how of good basic “stitch in time” maintenance.  Of course the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings Faith in Maintenance training programme is already doing great work, having given free training to thousands of volunteers all over the country.  English Heritage continues to support that work, made possible by a large HLF grant.  But we want to get the message out even more widely, and we hope that our Heritage at Risk work will ensure that this happens.

Places of Worship at Risk including cathedrals

You will hear much more about Places of Worship at Risk in the next few months  but the key thing I want to tell you today is that it is not about making the volunteers who care for historic buildings feel guilty.  Absolutely not.  What we want to do is to carry on with our Inspired! approach, encouraging best practice, sharing the positive stories of those who are doing well – because the vast, vast majority of places of worship are in good condition.  We want to build up understanding and confidence and offer practical help to those who have, usually for reasons way beyond their control, a building which is in poor or very poor condition. 

We’ve spent the last year undertaking research to help us collect sound statistical information about the situation, evidence of where and why the problems are greatest.  One element of this work was the cathedral fabric survey, undertaken with the partnership of the Association of English Cathedrals and the Patrimony Committee.  All 61 cathedrals in England took part by telling us what they considered their repair needs to be in the next ten years.  Only Lincoln, Canterbury, Winchester, Salisbury, York and Chichester appear to be facing very expensive programmes, although we have to remember that the effort that the Dean and Chapter will have to put into raising one million pounds in somewhere like Derby is proportionally just as great as that which those major buildings will face in raising ten million.  Alongside the fabric survey we also published a book celebrating the new work that has been undertaken since 2000.  On the back of the post cards taken from that you will find the website link to the full reports on both.

Guidance for non-Anglican disposals
I’d also like to take this opportunity to flag up a new piece of guidance we have put together with input from DCMS and the Charity Commissioners.  It brings into a single place all the information about how Trustees of non-Anglican Places of Worship can dispose of their buildings at less than the maximum market price.  This opens up opportunities for disposal to local bodies, community trusts and other organisations for public benefit, in addition to the CCT, HCT and Friends of Friendless Churches.
Bus trip

English Heritage regards Places of Worship as one of its key targets.  This year we are using the At Risk project as a great opportunity to work together with all our sector partners to help congregations to help themselves.  And to that end, our Parliamentary bus trip in June is intended to give us a clear insight into what can be achieved by buildings that are facing desperate situations.  

Two of the visits, to Southwark St George and The New Testament Church of God are to buildings that were formerly identified as being At Risk but have been subject to focussed effort to improve their situation.  The third, Southwark Roman Catholic Cathedral certainly isn’t at risk but will offer us the chance to see a significant representative of the Catholic Church’s previously under-appreciated contribution to England’s Heritage.

Listed Places of Worship Scheme

Lack of funding for high-quality repairs and maintenance, undertaken by specialist craftsmen in a hostile economic climate, is a major challenge.  Since 2001 the Listed Places of Worship Scheme, refunding VAT on repairs and maintenance, has provided over £100m to historic places of worship, 80% of that for buildings in England.  This has given an enormous impetus to congregations since, being reimbursed retrospectively and without any kind of means testing, this scheme has effectively given congregations additional resources to undertake further repairs or works to make buildings more accessible and widely used.  The scheme is due to end in a year’s time. 

If it does cease there is going to be a serious impact on how thinly the Repairs for Places of Worship are spread and on what works congregations will plan to undertake.  Effectively almost a fifth of the resources currently being spent on repairs will disappear; that could have a huge knock-on effect for the condition of buildings and survival of specialist contractors in these challenging times.  It could be one of the issues we have to take into account when assessing places of worship; I would value your views!
Thank you.
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