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Church Buildings: Sure Foundations or Stumbling Blocks

Conference at Coleg Trefeca, 24-26 November 1998

Coleg Trefeca provided an ideal setting for this conference. As the
home of Howel Harris (1714-1730) who, with Daniel Rowland and
William Williams, led the evangelical revival in Wales, it positioned
the debate at the very root of many of the present day problems
which chapels are facing. For, with revivalism came a renewed
fervour in chapel building and this is the decaying legacy left to
present day congregations. The Rev. Gethin Rhys, the conference
organiser, had gathered speakers from a variety of backgrounds -
conservation architects, representatives from local authorities,
Cadw, the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical
Monuments of Wales and ministers from all denominations - to
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discuss the issue of what do with chapel buildings now that
congregations have dwindled.

Mr Rhys opened the conference with an explanation of why he felt
it was so important to call together people from these varied
backgrounds to discuss this issue at this particular time. The
problem is not an isolated one. It affects all denominations, it affects
all local authorities, it affects all communities. Discussion and
debate is vital if we are going to find a solution to this problem.

Trefeca's Historic Buildings and Plans for the future
Alwyn Jones, the architect currently in charge of both the restoration
work and future developments at the College, invited us on a tour of
the buildings, explaining the many difficulties faced when
managing such an old listed property. Unfortunately the Howel
Harris Memorial Chapel, which until recently had been used as a
museum, was closed due to the very thing we had come to the
conference to discuss - the poor state of repair due to lack of funds.

Trefecca college in 1842

A Sustainable Conservation Policy for Places of Worship
Mr Chris Samuel spoke of the problems faced by the Church in
Wales when dealing with their buildings. Two thirds of their
churches are under the control of listed building legislation, which



has created huge difficulties when alterations and repairs are
needed. Particular building conditions and materials are laid down
as a prerequisite of grant aid by Cadw and tie the church to spending
more. Mr Samuel expressed a desire for Cadw to have a more
individual and flexible approach to each building and thus get rid of
the mistrust felt between the bodies. He called for a united approach
to be developed across all denominations. A forum should be set up
to discuss conservation problems and a representative sent to the
Assembly. He felt that we need to identify those churches that must
be preserved at all costs, but this should be firmly limited. For
redundant churches a decision about their future needs to be made
quickly. It is essential to have discussions as early as possible
between the denomination and the local planning authority in order
to prevent vandalism and lift the burden from the church as quickly
as possible.

Thematic Listing of Chapels
Mr David McLees, representing Cadw, explained the purpose of
listing - to ensure that the architecture and historical importance of
a building is recognised and put under statutory protection. To do
this it is necessary to have a method of quality control in order to
maintain consistency. Therefore, Cadw is now carrying out an
accelerated resurvey of chapel buildings which should be
completed by the year 2000. By then Cadw investigators will have
examined every chapel of importance in Wales and made a decision
on its historical and architectural merit. The number of listed
chapels should thereby increase dramatically over the next year.

A New Trust for Chapels in Wales
Mr Gruff Owen of the Wales Council for Voluntary Action
described the work he had been doing over the last year in setting up
a new Chapels Trust for Wales. As coordinator he had been
contacting and liaising with all the bodies in Wales that deal with
chapel issues to find out exactly what was needed. His conclusion
was that a 'sign-posting organisation was needed to help
denominations and individuals with advice on matters such as how
to find funding.



The 'Strategy' in Action
The Rev. Dafydd Owen and Mr Bleddyn Davies of the Presbyterian
Church of Wales described how in the early 1990s the Church
carried out a survey of their buildings. It found that £1.5 million was
spent by the Church on bulding maintenance each year. This was
just to patch and mend the fabric of the buildings rather than
renovate or renew. The amount of money spent on the buildings far
exceeded that spent on the actual work of the Church. The purpose
of the 'Strategy' was therefore to make better use of the Church's
resources. It was decided that there should only be one place of
worship per community and this should be served by one ordained
minister of whatever denomination. (It is felt amongst Presbyterians
that unity amongst the denominations is necessary for survival.)

The Presbyterian Church has set up a housing association called
Aelwyd to deal with the land and redundant buildings owned by
the Church in order to convert them to dwellings. The Church
attempts, by setting up covenants of sale, to restrict conversion /
change of use to those which are deemed 'suitable'. At present the
Church is carrying out a study of chapels in Bridgend where
meetings are held with congregations, valuers, architects, surveyors
and social work advisors in order to build up a full picture of the
needs of the community. The team will then write a report on the
condition of the buildings and make recommendations on the
options available.

Promoting the Survival of Chapels
Dr John Thompson of the Chapels Society told the conference of the
work carried out by the Historic Chapels Trust in England and how
they have already saved ten chapels of architectural and historical
importance.

Conservation and Conversion of Chapel Buildings
Mr John Hilling, representing both Cadw and CAPEL threw three
main questions into the arena: l)What do we do with chapels we no


