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CADW SEMINAR
ON
REDUNDANT CHAPELS

On 29 November 1994, a one day seminar was held at the Norwegian Church Centre, Cardiff,
organised on behalfl of Cadw by the Wales Council for Voluntary Action and attended by about
forty people, including representatives of Capel, various statutory and voluntary bodies
interested in heritage questions, religious denominations and local authorities.

The objective of the conference was ‘to look at the impact of redundancy on the best ... of Wales’
chapels and to explore the need to identify a mechanism in the voluntary sector which would care
for the best of our historic chapels when no other use can be found for them’.

In 1993 the Welsh Alfairs Committee in its report The preservation of historic buildings and
ancient monuments in Wales recommended the establishment of a fund to care for redundant
chapels in Wales. In its response , the Welsh Office confirmed its commitment to providing a
mechanism to care for the best redundant religious buildings for which no other arrangement
could be made and undertook to meet 70% of the cost of caring for redundant chapels of
outstanding historic or architectural interest. The response envisaged that the mechanism would
be in the voluntary sector and engage in its own fund-raising, probably as a charitable trust,.on
the lines of the Historic Chapels Trust established recently in England. Given its independent
nature, it would be inappropriate for the Welsh Office to establish the mechanismdirectly. It was
hoped to identify people in the voluntary sector with interest and appropriate skills who might
be prepared to join together to take on the responsibilities of running such a fund.

Opening the day’s proceedings, the Chairman, John Carr, Chicef Executive of Cadw, defined the
aims of the conference as establishing the need for a fund and the means to identify the chapels
which could benefit and outlining a solution to the problems which face us. We were all aware
that falling attendances and demographic changes meant that many fewer chapels were now
needed. The Charity Commissioners insisted that surplus buildings should be disposed of at the
best possible price and this had resulted in many lamentable conversions. It was now agreed that



we needed to preserve the best - not merely architecturally but also historically. Was the
establishment in Wales of a body similar to the English Historic Chapels Trust the best way of
doing so?

The first speaker was the Rev D H Owen, General Secretary of the Presbyterian Church of Wales,
who outlined and explained the strategy adopted by his denomination to meet the problem of
surplus buildings. As a result of the explosion in chapel building at the end of the last century
and the beginning of this, and the fall in the membership of the Presbyterian Church in recent
years from 135,00 to 59,000, the denomination had been left with an immense problem of
maintenance of chapel buildings. Members were preoccupied with fund-raising and ministers
frustrated because of having to work in ‘Ancient Monuments’. To bring all the denomination’s
chapels to a proper state of repair £35million would be needed. That amount of capital was not
available and even if it were, spending money on surplus buildings was unjustifiable. So it had
been decided to name one centre of mission and pastoral care in each community. Resources thus
released would be redistributed. Cytlin was to study the Presbyterians’ Strategy to see if it could
be extended to the other denominations. It had been estimated that in ten years there would be
1000 redundant ecclesiastical buildings in Wales. The Strategy would not however solve the
problem of what to do with the buildings. After all there was a limit to the number of museums
that were needed.

He was followed by Mr Thomas Lloyd, Chairman of the Historic Buildings Council for Wales,
a shortened version of whose talk is printed in this Newsletter.

After the break the Conference was addressed by Mr Roger Wools on “A climate of change: a
review of the problem”. Considering the role of historic chapels as a focus for development, he
recalled his own upbringing in Cardiff and the great variety of places of worship in Bute Street
and remarked how easily a town could lose its chapels. Saving the *best’ buildings need not
exclude giving due consideration to the general range of religious buildings. The Bute Street
chapels were important evidence of the social and economic history of Cardiff and any chapels
trust should not exclude the mosques and synagogues which are also part of our history. We
should also look outside Wales to see how the problem of redundant chapels is being tackled

elsewhere.

One of our difficulties was that we did not know the extent of the problem. The Lampeter
Conference on Redundant Religious Buildings in 1983 had revealed that Wales had twice as
many Anglican buildings per head as England. The survey carried out by his own organisation
on the chapels of West Wales found 440 chapels marked on maps but had identified 514 on the
ground.. Of these, 130 were not used and 51 had been converted and 50% of the existent chapels
had fewer than 25 members. For Wales as a whole, even the number of chapels will not be known
until the Capel/Cadw survey is completed. And that was just the beginning of a search for a
solution. One had to find a suitable and sustainable use for a redundant building to avoid
destruction or inappropriate conversion. The mere assessment of various uses could need
substantial funds.



The investigation in West Wales had shown that there was a general lack of information, there
was little consultation between the religious organisations and the conservation bodies, there
was even disagreement between the English and Welsh sections of the same denomination and
there was a general lack of concern for the *built heritage’. The public must accept the need for
preservation and share in the work.

The next talk was a description of the work of the Historic Chapels Trust by its Director, Miss
Jennifer Freeman. She explained that the trust had been set up to take into its care chapels and
other places of worship in England which are redundant to their original use. Anglican churches
are excluded as they are eligible for care by the Redundant Churches Fund of the Church of

England.

The buildings eligible should be listed as Grade I or Grade II* and of such outstanding
architectural or historic interest as to require to be preserved intact. No funds are provided for
acquisition of buildings: they are transferred to the Trust either by deed of gift or for a nominal
sum. The Trust is not involved in conversion of chapels but carries out repairs and undertakes
maintenance. It was set up via English Heritage but is an independent body. Grants of up to 70%
are received and the remaining 30% of its costs are met by gifts from Friends, Charitable Trusts
and individuals. They do not make high profile appeals but they are involved in constant fund-
raising and they expect to raise some funds by attracting visitors to restored buildings and by
organising events such as concerts or poetry readings.

Miss Freeman then described and showed slides of a dozen buildings which are in the care of
the Trust or are being actively considered for acquisition.They were a very varied collection of
buildings, urban and rural, from the late seventeenth to the late nineteenth centuries, from
Suffolk to Wallasey, from Frome to Northumberland, and included a synagogue and a private
Roman Catholic chapel in a ‘stately home’

In the afternoon, the newly appointed Director of the Prince of Wales’ Committee, Mr Neil
Caldwell, spoke of the contribution of the voluntary sector. He described the work of his
committee, which, founded in 1971, operated as an effective grant-giving body to assist with
environmental problems, including environmental education and helping local groups improve
their environment. As a pan-Wales organisation it has officers in each of the eight counties and
receives funds from both the W.D.A. and the Development Board for Rural Wales. We were
shown slides of chapels which have benefited from grants from the Committee. Unlike the
buildings in the care of the Historic Chapels Trust, the chapels helped did not necessarily meet
the criteria established for listing buildings as Grade I or Grade IT* but showed that in Wales the
average chapel could be important and the preservation of buildings can be a convenient way
of bringing a community together.

The Seminar concluded with a general discussion, when it was agreed that there is a need fora
chapels trust in Wales, which, because of the importance of Nonconformity in Welsh social
history and chapel buildings in the Welsh landscape and townscape, need not be constituted or
operate inexactly the same form as the Historic Chapels Trust in England. A working party under







