
Magazine Special Edition - September 2016 
from the PCC of Mid-Wyedean Churches, marking 

The Closure of the Church of St. John the Evangelist, Coleford 

On Weds 1st June 2016 a decision was made by the 
Church commissioners to close St. John’s as a regular 
place of worship. This meeting had been rescheduled 
after objections at the meeting of 9th December 2015, 
that some paperwork was missing.   On 28th July 2016 
The Privy Council confirmed that none of the 
representors against the proposed church closure 
scheme had sought leave to appeal against the decision 
and the closure was finalised for Friday 30th September 
2016. 
This special edition of our parish magazine has been 
published by the Parochial Church Council to attempt 
to explain how and why the decision was reached and 
also to explain what happens next. 
This is a loss for the whole community and the decision 
was not taken lightly.  The building has been a venue for 
regular worship for 130 years - a place that has been 
loved, and is associated with special times. Many people 
have precious memories of high points and low points 
in their family lives which they associate with St John’s; 
as do those who regularly came for worship and 
devoted much of their time and energy to cleaning, 
flower arranging, cutting the grass, maintenance jobs, 
council meetings, offering a welcome, providing music 

for worship, keeping the door open so people could 
drop in as they wanted and, of course, all the regular 
fundraising to try to pay all the bills.  
Sadly not everything that has been printed in the local 
press has been accurate and on some occasions we 
were not even asked for comment before publication. 
Some rumours are still circulating that have no basis in 
truth. 
We want the local community to hear from those who 
have been at the heart of it, some over many decades. 
We will attempt to tell the story as accurately and 
honestly as we can. People have rightly asked questions 
about the work needed, the people involved, what 
powers they have, the money involved and the chances 
of getting grants.  Answering this properly involves quite 
a bit of detail and this is in boxes under ‘frequently 
asked questions’, with both a short answer and a long 
answer provided!  We apologise to anyone who would 
have liked to have this information earlier. We have 
tried hard to explain each issue as we went along and 
provide people with information if they have asked for 
it, and most of the things in this magazine have been 
said publicly on previous occasions.  Do ask if you want 
to know more.  (See contact details at the end).   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The Reredos

St John’s in its prime

One of the ideas for 
reordering the church 
to make it more viable.  

We are also planning a Heritage Project to gather 
people’s memories - a social history - of St John’s.  
More details of this are below on page 11.  We 
are very aware that for ourselves and for the 
wider community, St John’s is actually a place of 
wonderful memories of special occasions as well 
as a regular meeting place.  We wanted to make 
this clear at the start, as much of the necessary 
explanatory detail below may seem quite dry or 
even negative.   
This church has been a place that we have loved 
too, and we are so sad to be in this position.  



Who has been involved in the decision and what power do they have? 
What does the different terminology mean?

The Church of England has existed for 500 years, so has complex structures and all sorts of 
peculiar processes and terms. 

The Parish of Mid-Wyedean – this was created in 
2009 by combining previous parishes of Coleford with 
Broadwell and Staunton, with Clearwell, Newland and 
Redbrook. They were joined together to try and 
achieve greater efficiency in administration and 
management. 

PCC (The Parochial Church Council) – from 2009 
the PCC covers the combined Parish. It is registered as 
a char i ty and counc i l members have lega l 
responsibilities as charity trustees. 
The parish has an electoral roll which is open to 
anyone who is aged over 16, has been baptised, and 
either lives in the Parish or is a regular attender. The 
Church Council is elected at an Annual Parochial 
Church Meeting (the equivalent of an AGM) which 
usually takes place in March or April, notice of the 
meeting is announced at services, put out in the Parish 
Magazine and posted on the door of each church 
building. 

The Vicar is appointed by the Bishop of Gloucester; 
representatives of the PCC are involved in the 
interviews for vicars. Rev. Sarah Bick was appointed in 
November 2012 having previously been curate for 3 
years. The vicar can make decisions on many aspects of 
worship, services, weddings, christenings, funerals etc., 
chairs the PCC and is expected to provide leadership, 
but decisions on building issues rest with the PCC in 
cooperation with the Diocese and sometimes the 
Church Commissioners (see below). 

Rev Alan Wearmouth is an unpaid assistant priest. He 
receives a housing allowance, is a member of the PCC 
and sometimes chairs meetings. He has been in the 
parish for over 20 years, was ordained as a priest in 
1990, and was a long-serving teacher at Lakers/Berry 
Hill until a few years ago.  

Gloucester Diocese – Every parish is part of a 
Diocese, which collects funds from the parishes (called 
Parish Share) which go towards the costs of providing 
clergy. The Diocese pays clergy, and clergy pensions, 
provides vicarages, recruits and trains new vicars, lay 
readers and others, oversees church schools and 
various other things.  The senior people in the Diocese 
are the Bishop and the Diocesan Secretary (who 
oversees all the administration and financial side of 
things).  Archdeacons oversee parish and church 
building issues on behalf of the Bishop. (Ours is the 
Archdeacon of Gloucester, there is also one for 
Cheltenham). 

The Church Commissioners support the work and 
mission of the Church of England across the country.  
They have a number of different functions including 
running the payroll for clergy and financing the ministry 
of the country’s bishops.  They also administer the legal 
framework for things like reorganising parish 
boundaries and settling the future of closed church 
buildings.   

Church Architect  These are appointed by the PCC 
and have to be approved by the Diocese as suitable for 
working on historic church buildings.  The PCC arrange 
and pay for their architect to carry out an inspection of 
each church every five years. This has a set format.  All 
works on an historic church need to have permission 
through a faculty and have to be overseen by an 
approved architect. 

Quantity Surveyors assess the costs of building 
projects, either as very accurate expected costs against 
a job specification from an architect, or as estimated 
budgeting costs against a less detailed report of works 
required.  

Faculties are the Church of England’s own internal 
system for planning permission, which has authority for 
most matters related to church buildings, rather than 
the District Council. Faculties are in some ways more 
onerous, particularly in requiring that internal changes 
are in keeping with the historical & religious character 
of the building, and in ensuring that any work preserves 
the historic fabric.  Decisions on faculties are made by 
the Diocesan Advisory Committee (DAC) overseen 
by the Diocesan Chancellor (senior legal officer). 

Historic England (previously English Heritage) – 
English Heritage used to distribute lottery grants, but 
this is now done direct by the Heritage Lottery Fund.
Historic England has authority to make particular 
demands about how work is completed on listed 
buildings.  

Heritage Lottery Fund – is the largest relevant grant 
giving body.   They will give grants to listed places of 
worship for up to £200,000, though the amount they 
will grant is influenced by the listing category of the 
building.  

Listed buildings - buildings can be listed under three 
categories, according to how significant they are judged 
to be.   The categories are Grade 1, Grade 2* and 
Grade 2.  St John’s is listed Grade 2.  Grade 2 buildings 
are harder to get grant funding for than Grade 1 or 2*.  
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TIMELINE
Maintaining the building has been a 
problem for a long time, with repeated 
difficulties with damp and falling 
plaster. Repairs have been costly and 
the building has always been difficult 
to heat due to its height & volume. 
Much time and energy has gone into 
seeking solutions without success.  

A survey in 1927 reported serious problems 
with the transept walls due to the porous 
nature of some of the stone. (Transepts are 
the ‘wings’ of the building over the Lady 
Chapel and the Parish Room/Organ). Moisture 
was driving through and causing the plaster to 
fall off. There seemed to be no reliable 
solution, and these areas have continued to 
cause problems ever since.  

In the early 1960s internal scaffold was put in 
for substantial internal plastering and re-
decoration to be done, by the end of the 
decade the plaster was falling off again, due to 
water gradually coming through external 
mortar.  

In the 1990s, there was a project to renew 
the windows. Having had a proposal for 
sensitively designed double-glazed windows 
turned down, the church proceeded to repair 
the windows like for like.  Grants were 
obtained and money was raised locally.  

Over the following 10 years or so, there were 
other roof repairs, pointing and re-plastering.  
The vestry roof was repaired, and more 
significantly, the transepts were re-roofed.

In 2004 proposals were submitted to reduce 
the height of the building to make it more 
manageable and suitable for some shared use, 
but these were turned down at Diocesan 
level. 

In 2007 significant time was put into 
proposals for shared use as a library and 
community centre but these were rejected in 
favour of the much cheaper option of building 
The Main Place.  When this possibility of 
collaboration fell away, there were tentative 
proposals to close the St John’s building and 
share with the Baptist church.   At that time, 
this wasn’t pursued.  

In 2010 the regular Architects 5 yearly inspection showed that 
major repairs needed to be carried out on the main roof, gutters 
and downpipes.  Following an application, a grant of £73K was 
offered by English Heritage against an English Heritage cost 
estimate of £155K. St John’s had approximately £70K reserves at 
that time.  

In February 2012 the lowest tender for the work came in at 
£235K plus £11K fees, plus VAT. English Heritage were asked, but 
were not willing to increase the grant. The only other possible 
grants would not have come to more than about £30K.  Leaving a 
shortfall in the region of £122K. On the advice of the Diocesan 
Church Buildings Officer, the English Heritage grant was turned 
down as the further fundraising would not have been possible 
within the time limit set by the funder.  At this point, the PCC 
began a process of considering what alternative options there 
might be, and what other repairs the building also needed and the 
costs of those other repairs.  

On 10th Aug 2012, a routine electrical survey, required by insurers, 
revealed serious electrical problems requiring urgent works of 
£5k+VAT and full works of approx. £50K+fees and VAT to put it 
all in order. The architect’s inspection listed other work that 
would need doing within the following five years, this included 
repair of internal plasterwork and decoration damaged because 
of the need for external repointing and gradual failing of the roof. 

The Church Council decided that it would be irresponsible (and a 
breach of their duty as charity trustees) to claim grants and 
collect donations, without knowing the full costs of putting things 
right in the building. They would not have the funds to be able to 
return any grants if they were not able to keep the building going 
for at least 10 years.

In September 2012 an independent qualified quantity surveyor 
with listed building experience was asked to provide estimated 
costs for all works identified by the architect as needed within 
five years. This estimated cost was £1.8million (£1.5M+VAT), 
assuming the work was all done in one go.  At the same time, 
advice was sought from the Diocese and the national “Church 
Buildings Commission” who visited and reported on 28th June 
2012.  

The Church Council decided to move to St Margaret Mary for 
the winter of 2012 -13. Following various consultations and 
considerations, the Church Council met on 14th March 2013 to 
consider permanent withdrawal from the building as a place of 
worship. Non PCC members were allowed to attend, ask 
questions and make comments, when there were no further 
questions they were asked to withdraw and the vote was passed 
with 15 in favour, none against and two abstentions (both of those 
PCC members were regular worshippers at a different church in 
the Parish, who said they did not want to vote about someone 
else’s church.) A formal request was then made to the Diocese to 
seek the permanent closure as a regular place of worship – a 
process involving the Church Commissioners, with opportunities 
for objections, which led to the Decision on 1st June 2016. 

.



’Frequently Asked Questions’  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Q. Shouldn’t you have started raising more money anyway? 
No.  Funders and charity law require that the PCC should be confident that they can raise the full 
amount before beginning any project.  
If money is given for a particular purpose (i.e. in a restricted way) and that purpose is not fulfilled, then the money 
must be offered back to the donor.  If we had begun raising money locally, and then the project could not be 
completed, all the money raised would have to be returned, or anyone who had given would need to be willing for us 
to keep the money to use for other purposes.  
In addition, many grant funders have a requirement to repay their funding should the building cease to function - 
usually within 10 years of the grant.  They also put time limits on how long it should take for the project to be 
completed once you have received their grant offer.  This is why we had to turn down the English Heritage grant.  If 
we had felt it possible to proceed we could have applied to them again.  If money is given under the Listed Place of 
Worship scheme, then the building must remain open as a regular place of worship.

Q. Why hasn’t the congregation and PCC looked 
after the building properly in the past? 
They have worked very hard to do exactly that.  The scale of the 
building and natural deterioration over time makes it an 
unending and increasingly difficult task.   
If you have read the timeline above, you will have a sense of how much has, 
in fact, been done over the years.  The size of the building, and its height in 
particular, has meant that almost every repair has been very expensive, and 
the PCC and congregation have worked very hard raising funds directly, or 
applying for grant funding, over many years.  There is also a history of 
successive clergy, churchwardens and others proposing schemes to help 
keep the building working and sustainable, but having them turned down by 
either Local Planning Authorities or the Diocesan Advisory Committee, on 
grounds of changes proposed not being appropriate for a heritage building. 

Q. Didn’t the drone video show that there was not much wrong with the roof? 
No, that’s not true.  To the untrained eye, it might not look serious, but the architect, in direct 
response to the video, and having done his own close inspection in 2011, said that the video clearly 
demonstrates the roof is in poor condition.   
People have quite rightly asked questions about how urgent the roof and gutter repairs are – looking from the 
ground, or even from a drone it is difficult for an amateur to see a lot wrong. The main visual evidence is staining from 
water spillage, some slipped tiles and damage to plaster inside. The clearest and strongest evidence about the true 
state of the roof comes from a detailed inspection done by the architect from a cherry picker in September 2011. 
This involved close visual inspection plus lifting some areas of tiles to see what was underneath. “Due to the fragility 
of some of the tiling, areas of roof exposed were kept to a minimum”.
  The inspection was funded by English Heritage specifically to check the state of the roof before they agreed any 
funding for repairs. They have very high demand for their funds and are very careful not to award grants where they 
are not urgently needed, this is why the architects have to be accredited for work on historic buildings. The 
assessment was that “the nave and chancel roofs are in poor condition and require attention without delay if further 
damage to the building fabric is to be avoided”. The architect has explained that it is not possible to be certain how 
much longer a roof will last, there are too many factors involved, but it had reached a point where one significant 
storm could cause failure of part of the roof, which could lead to significant further internal damage. It might last 5 
more years, it might last 10, but there could be significant damage from a storm at any time, and it would be very 
unlikely to last another 20 years. In any building, the security of the roof, gutters and downpipes have to be a top 
priority.  (The full report can be made available to people with an interest).
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 Q. Why are there so many different figures quoted for the repairs?  
At different stages different costs have been identified and reported, ending up with an estimated 
total figure.  Building works are only part of the cost; architects, surveyors and other professional 
fees have to be added.  Also, VAT rules changed just before the initial roof  project was costed.   
The professional judgments involved in assessing what needs to be done and in estimating costs is always a question 
of balancing risks to the building against what might be feasible. With a building of this height and age, it is impossible 
know exactly what the costs will be, without detailed and costly inspections, and even then, further problems can be 
discovered when the work actually starts.  There have also been changes to the Government scheme for reclaiming 
VAT on church repairs during the this period, at one stage it was very uncertain what percentage, if any, could be 
reclaimed, which made 20% differences. Most people who deal regularly with old buildings will say that costs far more 
often go up than down! 

 Q. What happened to the money for the toilet?   
The donor has kindly allowed the funds to be used by the church for general purposes.   
£700 was generously donated by an individual with the suggestion it went towards the installation of a toilet, which 
was at that time planned by the PCC.  However, problems were encountered in actually bringing the plan to fruition, 
particularly in achieving the right drainage system. Installation of a toilet involves putting in new foul water drainage, 
and a faculty has to be secured before completing the work. In a listed building, even toilets are more expensive 
because to get permission they have to be “in keeping” with the style of the building. It has to be overseen by an 
architect. Costs have therefore been estimated at around £31,000 plus the professional fees and contingencies (see 
below).  
All money donated to a church (or any other charity) is dealt with in strict way in the accounts as “Restricted” funds. 
It has to be used for the purpose it was given, unless the restriction is lifted by the donor. When it became apparent 
that the PCC was seeking closure, Rev Sarah Bick spoke to the donor’s family, offering on behalf of the PCC to return 
the money, as it had not been spent.  The donor decided to allow it to be used as “unrestricted funds” for the general 
use of the Parish.  There have been accusations of other money donated for repairs being diverted for other purposes. 
We are 100% confident that this has not happened in the last 4 years and do not believe that it has ever happened. If 
the purpose of a donation was clear, it would be treated as “Restricted” and kept for that purpose.  Not doing this 
would be an offence under charity law, so if anyone has reason to believe that there has been past misallocation of 
funds, then it should be reported to the PCC or to the Diocese without delay. (See final page for contact details).  We 
have said this before and not received any reports or even questions, so assume that there is no substance behind 
these allegations.

 Q. Why could other grants not have been found?  
Because St John’s is a Grade II listed building (not Grade II*, or Grade I), funding for a restoration 
and repair project is harder to come by.  
 The Heritage Lottery Fund, (which took over grant giving from English Heritage) would not have offered any more 
than the £73,000 already on offer. They are the only body giving grants over about £30,000 to church buildings. The 
funding for urgent roof repairs announced by the Government in 2014, a full year after closure proceedings had 
begun, was also not giving large grants to lower listed buildings, and would have been very unlikely to be much more 
than the £73,000 already offered,  even had it been available to us in time.  Other bodies such as the National 
Churches Trust and Gloucestershire Historic Churches Trust can only offer projects such as this one grants in the 
region of £10,000. Gloucestershire Environmental Trust commonly gives grants in the region of £2000-5000. The 
Church Commissioners at their hearing to consider closure “agreed with the view that large–scale grant funding for a 
Grade II listed building was unlikely to be available” (Paragraph 141 of minutes of meeting on 1st June 2016).  
All these funders require a clear plan for on-going maintenance before granting funding, and the larger ones want a full 
business and/or maintenance plan.  If the church is closed within 10 years, most grants would have to be returned. This 
is why the PCC had to be certain about the longer term future of the building before it could accept funds from 
English Heritage or anywhere else to fix the roof.   
If we rounded up the grants we might receive even as far as an optimistic £250,000, that still left us £1.35 million to 
find (without the VAT) to stand any chance of getting out of the perpetual cycle of patching things up. Or to put it 
another way, around £450 from every adult in Coleford or £33,750 per head for the 40 members of the congregation.
Total income from local church fundraising for St. John’s had been about £5,000 per year with huge effort going into 
raising even that.  Even if the actual costs were only half the estimate, it was still unaffordable. 
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 Q. Why can’t the Church of England pay for it all - they have loads of money?!  
In short, the Church of England is land rich but cash poor, and even the land is where churches, 
vicarages and schools that serve local communities are found! 
With some small exceptions (see paragraph above on the Church Commissioners), Dioceses - which are made up of 
parishes - have to be self-sufficient.  And this parish, in fact, in effect receives nearly £50,000 per year from the collected 
central Diocesan funds to help pay for the total costs of parish clergy and Lay Readers, including stipend (salary), pension, 
housing and training.  The Diocese centrally doesn’t have money to pay for buildings.  That responsibility rests with PCCs 
through giving and raising funds from the local community to upkeep the buildings.  
Gloucester Diocese cut its central staff considerably in 2012 to help make ends meet. The officers in Church House 
work extremely hard to help parishes but there are 390 church buildings in 305 parishes, many of them in small rural 
communities with ageing congregations. 

 Q. What other options were considered? We investigated a number of different ideas - 
ideas from congregation members and from people who came to the public consultation.   
Looking at shared use: We looked at all the possible options we could, seeking local and professional opinion about 
each one.  These assumed that planning permission would be forthcoming, by no means certain in a residential street, 
particularly for parking and/or an alcohol licence (essential for a concert hall or theatre to bring in any money). Faith in 
Affordable Housing visited to look at the possibility of converting all or part of the building into affordable 
accommodation, but were not interested due to the high costs of dealing with the needs of the building. 
Concert Hall – would be a possible use, but there is no way that this would bring in significant funds and it is hard to 
imagine substantial demand when there are so many other possible venues in the vicinity.  The impossibility of heating 
properly during the winter months would be a significant limitation, the acoustic, while excellent for classical and church 
singing, would be too reverberant for many other uses.  Locally, St Briavel’s Church has had a popular concert series, but 
the organisers are seeking other venues for the winter because the church is cold.  
Theatre – would require black out and lighting bars, which would be difficult and expensive to achieve and not really 
compatible with shared use for worship.  In 2012 we already had a theatre 2 miles away which has struggled to be viable 
and was only surviving because it was supported by Gloucestershire College.   
Museum – would only compete with Dean Heritage Centre which is already struggling.  Our advice was the only 
possible way to make it work was to secure a nationally important collection in a very specialist area which is an 
extremely difficult thing to achieve, and we felt not within the scope of our abilities or purpose as a church.  
Youth activities/skatepark/climbing centre - There is a need; however, youth activities would almost certainly cost 
more to run than they would bring in.  Climbing would be possible, but neither that nor skateboarding was really 
compatible with shared use.  It will be good for these options to be re-examined without the constraints of dual use for 
worship. The underlying question remains however:  Why would an organisation wanting to run these activities take on 
the long term liabilities of such a vast listed building?

Q. What about items that have been given to the church over the years? 
The position under charity law is that all items that have been given to the church remain in the 
ownership of the PCC.  Some will be subject to faculty jurisdiction and so the PCC’s first duty is to fulfilling any legal 
requirements.  However, we also take our pastoral duty seriously.  As the closure process has been well reported, the 
PCC has received a few enquiries regarding this issue.  If there remains any item connected to you or your family 
about which you have an enquiry, please get in touch in writing to the PCC secretary by Monday 17th October.  
By email to pcc@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk or by post or hand to The Vicarage, 40 Boxbush Road, Coleford, 
GL16 8DN.  We will be happy to explain to you what will happen.  

Q. What will happen to the war memorials and the reredos commemorating the 
Great War? For now, they remain in the church building, which is in the care of The Diocese of 
Gloucester.  Rest assured that we all understand that these are important artefacts, both locally and in the national spirit 
of Remembrance, and so they will be treated with respect.  These and anything else governed by the faculty system will 
only leave the building when a faculty is in place for their relocation to an appropriate alternative location, and this is very 
unlikely to be dealt with until a final purchaser for the building has been found.

mailto:pcc@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk
mailto:pcc@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk


Q. How had costs gone from £246,000 to 
£1.8million?  
This is a big question, and needs a long answer! 
The roofing and associated works was the most urgent part 
of all the work identified by the architect for the purposes of 
applying for the English Heritage grant, but much more work 
was also identified as needing to be completed within 5 
years.  
The English Heritage funding scheme in place at that time would not give 
money for anything other than high level work (the roof, gutters, 
downpipes and a small amount of pointing) which came to £246,000. If 
the architect had tried to include more pointing or internal plaster work 
into the specification the funding would have been turned down. Only 
the most urgent work was included.  The height and size of the building 
have a major impact on the costs, for example, only specialist scaffolding 
companies hold insurance to work at the heights required.

Where did the extra costs come from? 
When the PCC realised it could not afford the immediate urgent work 
and it would take longer to raise funds, there was a desire to find out  
what else might need to doing in the next 10 years.  The PCC wanted to 
get out of a situation where they were fixing one thing only for another 
thing to need doing.  A Chartered Quantity Surveyor was asked to do 
“outline guide budget estimates” based on the 2010 Architects report.  
This was about doing the work properly to last for years; making cost 
effective use of the scaffold being up, to get other jobs done. 

These are the basic costs without contractors profit, set up, professional fees 
and VAT (see box below). 

Roof gutters and downpipes - There was a question about whether the 
size of the gutters and downpipes was ever adequate for the vast area of 
some sections of the roof - a more thorough approach was an additional 
£19,000 coming to £285,000.

Drainage - repairs to roof drainage and new drain for toilet  £30,000.

External walls - Ideally a lot more re-pointing of external stonework 
would be done, to stop damp getting in through mortar joints, as well as 
sorting out where the wrong kind of mortar had been used in the past.  
All this work would be most cost effective if done at the same time as 
re-tiling, using the same scaffold  £148,000.
Window repairs, again using the scaffold  £20,000.  

Internal high level work 
The 2010 architects report noted that “throughout the church we have a 
problem with plasterwork and it is going to take a big effort to correct”. 
This had become urgent in some places as bits of plaster were falling 
from the ceiling (hence the need for hard hats inside parts of the 
building). It had been painted in the past with non-breathable paint, which 
causes further problems and needed to be removed.

Plastering and decoration inc internal scaffold £244,000.

Internal roof and ceiling repairs (with scaffold in place)  £50,000.
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Can’t you split the work into phases?
Not easily.  With scaffolding being such 
a big part of the costs, splitting these 
bits of work into phases would have 
substantially increased the total cost, 
making this approach unfeasible.  

Shouldn’t you have got actual quotes 
rather than a general estimate?

No, because it is too costly.   
People have said that these were only 
estimates and that more detailed 
quotes should have been obtained.  This 
would have required an architect to 
produce a full detailed specification.  
This in itself  costs tens of thousands of 
pounds. The detailed quotations for the 
immediate roof works were only 
possible following a detailed report 
from the architect, largely funded by 
English Heritage and costing £19,000.  
So for the rest of the works on the QI 
report, a general estimate was sought in 
the first instance for budgeting 
purposes.  It then became clear that the 
gap between the costs of works and 
what could be raised was so big, that 
the PCC could not justify spending the 
money on any further detailed costing 
reports, even the electrics.  



Electrical wiring -  Significant parts had been condemned and some of it 
needed high level internal scaffold access to fix. The wiring is at least 35 
years old, as no-one in the congregation can remember it being done 
(apart for some new wiring in the kitchen area) and it made little sense 
to only do parts of it.  Rough estimate by local electrician £50,000. 

Other problems
There is evidence of the wooden subfloor/floor collapsing in parts.  
There are also possible structural problems with the sanctuary arch. 
These have not been investigated in detail but rough allowances were 
made.   Actual costs could be less, or could be significantly more.  
Floor £55,000,  Internal roof structure £50,000.

Heating
Regular attenders are very clear about how cold the building got in the 
winter.  It may be that when it was built, coal and labour were so cheap 
that it was possible to heat it - but that is obviously no longer the case! 
In 2009/10, the PCC experimented with installing a marquee in the Lady 
Chapel as an attempt to create an enclosed space that might be easier to 
heat.  The experiment wasn’t greatly successful in trapping heat and 
wasn’t a generally pleasant worshipping environment.  Suggestions have 
been made that under floor heating would be the best solution; this may 
be true, but it tends to be expensive to run, and is generally regarded as 
only being worth it if a building is used every day, as for best efficiency it 
has to be kept running at a low level all the time.   Locally, Christchurch 
Church have installed underfloor heating, but find it expensive to run.  
In the early 2000s, planning permission was sought to have solar panels  
mounted on the South roof (the side that faces the town) but this was 
turned down by the District Council.   
The boiler is around 20 years old and needed replacing. Some pipes are 
rusting through and have been patched up with filler.  The cost estimates 
included upgrading the heating with a more efficient system: £70,000. 
There were other recommended, but non essential works such as 
upgrading the existing kitchen facilities which together came to £27,000.  

Why are there so many extra costs on top of the Quantity 
Surveyors base cost?  
This is the way that estimates are worked out, to makes it easier to 
check that a contractor with a low tender is not skimping on quality. 
Th 10% contingency is to cover the many uncertain elements (such as 
how many of the tiles can be re-used, the state of timbers under the 
roofing tiles or timbers holding up the suspended floor, all of which 
would not be known until the work started).  This figure can often be 
exceeded, and is rarely not needed! 
The need for work to be professionally supervised is illustrated by the 
fact that some past re-pointing and decoration had been done in ways 
that have added to the deterioration of the building. See box to the side 
for further explanation.

Adding it all up: 

   

Total costs listed above 967,000 Sub total 994,000

Other less essential 
works 27,000

55% contrator additions 
and fees 546,700

Sub total 994,000 Total ex. VAT 1,540,700

With VAT at 20% £1,848,840
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What about reclaiming VAT?
There is a grant scheme through which 
Listed Places of Worship can make a 
claim towards the amount of VAT paid 
for repairs and restoration work.  There 
is a fixed total budget from the 
government towards this, so it works like 
a lottery - it is no longer guaranteed that 
churches receive back the full amount.  
Back in 2011, there was a change to the 
previous rules that had generally seen 
churches receiving the full amount back 
without fail.  Under the new rules, any 
period of considerable demand means 
that only a percentage reclaim would be 
granted.  Clearwell’s roof project in 2011 
was a case in point where the original 
budget expected a refund in full, but after 
the rule change only around 50% was 
received.  In more recent years, the 
percentage returned has reportedly 
started to go back up to close to 100%.  

How do Quantity Surveyors put together 
the estimated costs?

A qualified QS will cost an item of work 
through a knowledge of what each job is 
likely to entail, the costs of materials at 
the time, the amount of time and 
equipment  needed to complete the job.  
After all the items of work are added up, 
then percentages are added to cover 
contractor set-up costs (preliminaries), 
profit and contingency.  This totals 35%.  
Keeping these costs separate helps check 
contractors are not skimping on quality.
Then, to that whole total, a percentage is 
added for professional fees including 
architects and surveyors.  This is charged 
at 15%.  For a listed building, works have 
to be supervised by a heritage-accredited 
architect. This is not an option, it is a 
condition of grants and a condition for 
getting permission.
This gives an Ex VAT total cost.  
The church then needs to budget to be 
able to pay the VAT, even if some of it can 
then be reclaimed.  
Initial item cost = 100%
With contractor additions @ 35% = 135%
With professional fees @ 15% = 155%
With VAT @ 20% = 186%

So to basic item costs ex VAT you add 55%
or inclusive of VAT you add 86%.
These are real life unavoidable costs 
when working with a heritage building.   
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Even with all this work done, the Church would still have no small rooms for work with children and other 
parish activities. The building would still be very difficult to heat.  The on-going sustainability of the building in 
terms of adapting and affording its use was going to be a problem even if the repairs were completed.

The stories of those who 
have been at the core of 
church life over the last 
few decades have not 
featured in the press 
coverage to date.  This is 
a small selection from just 
some of those most 
i n v o l v e d n o w . T h e 
common theme is sadness 
at the closure, alongside a 
conviction that seeking 
closure has been the right 
thing to do, and a sense 
of relief from the burden 
o f m a i n t a i n i n g t h e 
bu i ld ing and a lways 
r a i s i n g f u n d s . T h e 
heritage project will give 
an opportunity for many 
m o re s t o r i e s t o b e  
heard. (See next page.)

Jean Smith started coming to St. John’s in the mid 1970s after joining the young 
mothers group which met in the old community centre on Bank Street. Her 
children went to Sunday school at the health centre buildings behind the church 
(old school rooms). She remembers that when the church lost the use of the 
health centre quite a few families moved to the Baptist church. Even since she was 
involved in the church there have been a lot of activities to raise money for the 
building. It felt as if there always something that needed fixing.  She remembers 
sharing the Baptist church for a month or more in the 1990s when the heating 
system broke down. She remembers the churchwarden at the time, Fred Savage 
using a bow and arrow to get a rope over a beam and hoist a thermometer up 
into the roof.  The conclusion was that all the heat was going and however much 
was put in the bottom it would always to up! For Jean seeing the building close 
has been a mixture of sadness but also hopefulness - hope for a future where all 
the different Christian denominations can more visibly work together.  

Fred and Anne Meek have attended St. John’s since the mid 1980s.  Ann was confirmed in Easter 1986. Their two sons 
went to crèche, junior church, were servers, involved with choir and youth work. They were baptised and one was 
married in the building.   Ann helped leading junior church and remembers that after they lost the use of the health 
centre, the cold, the lack of a toilet and the impracticality of the building having a very draining effect of those trying to 
run activities with children and young people. Ann helped with the annual flower festival from 1988 and in the last few 
years started up an annual festival of hands which drew in art work from St. John’s and Lakers Schools. Both festivals 
were a key part of the fundraising each raising a few thousand pounds, but involved huge effort.
Since 1996, Fred has been part of the 3rd Order of Society of St. Francis this involves daily prayer and bible study. He 
was a churchwarden between the 1990s and 2012. This Included the most difficult period when the PCC had to face the 
impossibility of raising the funds to sort the building out properly. He used to go into St John’s most days. There was a 
rota of cleaners who dealt things like vacuuming up flakes of paint and stone dust that fell from the ceiling and walls. He 
spent many hours liaising with architects and other professionals.  He felt that the more he looked at the building, the 
more problems he found and fundraising was getting more difficult.
“The congregation was dwindling; people had passed away or moved away and there were very few new people coming in, we 
were getting increasingly exhausted None of us were getting any younger. I began to realise that it might be the end for the 
building; I was worried for the people who had put so much in, over so many years, to keep it open. The final decision was very sad, 
but inevitable and also a huge relief.  I don’t think that the people of the town realise how emotional it was for us who had fought 
so hard to keep it open.”
  “Worshipping at St. Margaret Mary has brought us closer together as a congregation.   The Catholics have been generous in 
welcoming us to use their building and hall for our own services (the Catholics have their worship on a Saturday night). I have been 
on a course about ministry to the wider community, where I got to know people from other churches, and am now part of the 
Street Pastors team in Cinderford among other things.” 

Right: Remembrance Service in 
1981 from an HTV film
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Alan Wearmouth was sent in October 1988 from 
Christchurch to Coleford following his ordination as a non-
stipendiary minister and the next year he celebrated his 
first communion as a Priest in St. John’s church.  Since then 
he has worked within the Parish and has seen how much 
time, effort and money has been spent on trying to 
preserve a building, that by its very nature, was holding 
back important work with families, youth and with people 
who were not members of the church community. “To see 
a building which has played such an important part in my life 
being closed is immensely sad, but I have to acknowledge that it 
was necessary to do so.   It needs to be seen as an opportunity 
to move forward in faith and ministry.” 

The Heritage Project - We want to hear your stories too! 
We want to celebrate and preserve the local history related to St. John’s Church Coleford, marking its closure as a 
regular place of worship – ensuring that this is not lost as the building faces an uncertain future.  We are therefore 
planning to appeal widely and to gather as much high quality material as possible, including aural history, photographs, 
video, written material etc. We will need volunteers to help with this process. Many in the church have offered and 
Forest of Dean Local History Society are willing to help out.   We will work with Gloucestershire Archives to make 
sure we run the project well and can then place material with them for long term public access.  We plan to apply for a 
small grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund which would mean we could also work with St. John’s School, enabling the 
children to contribute to the project and in the process, gain knowledge, skills and understanding of local history and 
heritage. Funding would also mean more aural history can be collected – recordings or video of people talking about 
their memories, and enable the information to be shared through a publication and temporary displays at The Main 
Place or other locations in the town. We plan to have one or more open days on a Saturday at St. John’s School where 
people could bring in material which can then be scanned and recorded. 
If you want more information, want to help, or want to offer material please contact Chris Howell on 
01594 836813 or send an email to christhefoxhowell@hotmail.co.uk.  

Sarah Bick came to the Parish as curate in 2009, from 
Cinderford where she had grown up.  Her Dad, Clive 
Griffiths was a rugby player and boxer in his younger 
days, worked for many years at Rank Xerox, then with 
adults with learning difficulties at Fairtide Centre in 
Lydney. She was appointed vicar in 2013 and moved to 
the vicarage with her husband, Mark, who was actually 
christened at St. John’s when his Dad, Rev. David Bick, 
was curate here in the early 1960s. 
Sarah has a strong vision that church buildings should 
be available for anyone seeking quite space for 
spiritual reflection - people of any faith or none - and 
recognised that this would be a loss and worked with 
Good Shepherd in Broadwell to get them to leave that 
building open. 
Sarah saw her role as one of guiding and supporting 
the PCC and worshiping community properly to 
explore the issues, ensure that all the right advice and 
information was sought in a step-by-step manner, 
assess the costs and possibilities and thus come to the 
right decision. The first question was “is there a way to 
keep this building, either sharing with others or on 
our own?”
It has been difficult painstaking work and sad for it to 
have reached the conclusion that it has, but there is 
also a sense of great hope for the future as the St. 
John’s congregation begin to explore what it means to 
be church without a building and discover how they 
might better serve the town and begin to grow again 
as a church.  

Alison Stuttard came in 1996 and joined the choir, which was at that time a really active part of the church with adults 
and children involved, being part of worship each Sunday as well as things like taking the children to Bailey Lane End 
music competition.    She remembers choir members having hot water bottles under their robes to try and keep warm 
in cold days in the winter. She also recalls that meetings always were focused on the building and on finance, as it was 
always a struggle.  There were huge efforts made at fundraising, including doing upwards of 100 meals over a weekend 
twice a year at the Flower Festival and Festival of Hands, and keeping the food clear of the plaster falling of the ceiling 
by erecting gazebos indoors! She also joined in with the Open Gardens days to raise money for the church. 

Anne Harley came to the church through her son joining 
the choir in 1984, followed by her daughter and then Anne 
herself. She later explored her own vocation and became a 
Lay Reader in the parish (unpaid licensed assistant 
minister) in1996 and is currently takes home communions 
and does other pastoral work. She ran an ecumenical 
church linked Youth Group called Peanuts for 12 years until 
2005 and was also involved in the flower festival and 
fundraising activities. She remembers one occasion when 
melting snow was coming straight through the roof into 
the lady chapel. After helping clear up she began to feel that 
the amounts of money needed for various repairs seemed 
to be unending and it was a losing battle.  “Letting go was 
hard, like admitting that all the years of trying had failed, but 
once the decision was made by the PCC, it was a huge relief.” 
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Q. What is the future of the building? 
The Diocese of Gloucester has taken on responsibility for the building as of 30th September 2016. 
At this point the building enters a ‘use seeking’ period where interested individuals, groups, 
charities or businesses have the opportunity to make a viable proposal.    
A Gloucester Diocesan officer says “We will be seeking to market the building on an open basis using an agent local to 
Coleford.  During the marketing we will be making available to potential purchasers a range of information on its history and 
condition, and anyone expressing an interest in obtaining the freehold will be asked to submit a business plan showing how 
they intend to give the building a sustainable future.   Business plans will need to conform to guidelines set by the Princes 
Regeneration Trust and the Churches Conservation Trust.  All submissions will be considered by both the Diocese and Church 
Commissioners working in partnership, and the option which is considered to be most sustainable and has the widest benefit, 
will be recommended and put forward to pursue to eventual sale.”

Q. What is the future of the church? 
For those of us who gather together for worship regularly, the church is the people - those we see 
regularly at worship with us, and those we see occasionally too.      
That is not to say we don’t value the best of what our buildings offer, especially being an open place of peace for 
people of all faiths or none.  Sadly, not all parishes leave their church buildings open and available, but it is something 
that in this parish we feel very passionately about.  One of our significant regrets is that St John’s has not been 
available as that place of quiet and sanctuary.  So one of our hopes - though at the moment, that is all it is - is to have 
a new place of worship somewhere in the town.  In the meantime, you will find our other church buildings open and 
available if you are able to get there. The nearest is The Good Shepherd, Broadwell, which is also on the 30/31 bus 
route.  Coleford congregation Anglican Sunday worship happens at St Margaret Mary RC Church, 9:30am most 
Sundays.  We continue serving people in the parish through the ministry of weddings, baptisms and funerals, a privilege 
we very much value.  People from Coleford can marry in any of our other churches, as with christenings and funerals 
which can also happen at St Margaret Mary.  
We also hope to find a suitable shop front premises to use as an office and for people to be able to drop in.  We are 
talking with CAB about how we can help complement their valuable service, we help staff the Foodbank, we visit 
people and gather people together for support and community, we support children and young people in their 
education and families in need.  We do this in partnership with other Christian denominations, and we want to do 
more.  And for us, our motivation for doing this is the love and compassion we ourselves have received from God in 
Jesus Christ.  And it is our prayer that the church can offer to all of Coleford (and beyond) the blessing, grace and 
peace of God in how we love and serve one another.  The peace of the Lord be always with you.  

This magazine has been published by the Vicar and 
PCC of the Parish of Mid-Wyedean:

Rev Sarah Bick
vicar@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk
01594 835476

Rev Alan Wearmouth
associatepriest@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk
01594 832600

PCC secretary
Mrs Alison Stuttard
pcc@mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk

Website: www.mid-wyedeanchurches.co.uk

Anyone interested in assisting to help the building become a multi-use community facility is welcome to contact Fran 
Chalice on 01594 810847.  Fran is working as a social enterprise, completely independently of the church and PCC.  
She is keen for any facility to complement the work of the congregation rather than compete with it. 
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