RE-ORDERING ST GILES

As many readers of the Parish Paper will be aware, the PCC of St Giles Church have for the last ten years been seeking to replace the facilities which the church lost when the Vicarage was sold – that is, a toilet and a kitchen and means of providing refreshments after services, or at other functions held in the church.   There is also the question of storage of equipment for flower arranging, printing and so on.

We have been offered money by the Diocese as a result of the Vicarage sale, which will go a long way towards providing these facilities, so we do not need to dip into the Restoration Fund, for which we have been fund-raising for the last couple of years.  That Fund is needed for stonework, floors, roofs and so on, as reported in the Paper by Sue Gee.

In August last year the Buildings and Fabric Committee of the PCC (Chair Rev Brenda Tipping, Members William Marsterson and Sue Gee, Churchwardens, and Andrew Butcher and Ian Jack) met to consider a way forward, after several years of frustrated ideas, plans and investigations.  (One proposal was for a small building next to the Old Vicarage outside toilet, but this was dropped, as archaeological investigations found a historic tomb on the very spot where a new building was planned).  The Buildings Committee decided to revisit the idea of converting St Giles to include a toilet and small kitchen inside the church (an idea first mooted by a bellringer, several years ago).  The idea was reinforced by a visit from the Diocesan Advisory Committee on Buildings in late 2006, which encouraged the PCC to look again at the possibility of altering the church and re-ordering the west end.

The plan involves bringing the vestry screen forward into the church by about two metres, so as to allow the space at the bottom of the tower to include a disabled toilet (accessible to everyone), and a mini kitchen.  The vestry area in the nave would be roofed over, which could provide storage space, or even allow the restoration of the West Gallery, which was a feature of St Giles in the 18th century (we are indebted to English Heritage for this insight!). The plan seems to meet all our needs, for refreshment, comfort, convenience and storage.  We presented this in church in October 2008, and those present approved of the idea.  It was announced in the Parish Paper, and people were invited to come to St Giles one weekday and inspect the plans.

Everyone in South Mimms supported the plan.  Since then the proposals have been announced to the Parish Council, and again, a letter providing support was forthcoming.  All this has been included in a formal case to the Diocese, which is (in the C of E) the effective planning authority.

The full case included a Statement of Significance, given that St Giles is a Grade One listed building, a Statement of Need, photographs, plans and supporting statements, including the minutes of the 2006 DAC visit.  It was finally submitted to the DAC on 1st February.  This has taken a very long time, but the requirements of the forms are very detailed, and it is essential that we get it right at last.

The DAC acknowledged the proposal and our case goes to the DAC on 12th March.  Depending on the outcome, but assuming it is positive, we then need to consult English Heritage and engage an architect.  We have already approached two, and know of at least two others who have done similar work in re-ordering local churches.  We also need to apply for a Faculty from the Diocese.  This is the Church equivalent of gaining Planning Permission.  This is likely to take three months from when architect’s plans have been submitted.  And as we will not engage an architect until mid March, who will then need time to draw up said plans, we might guess that we will not get a Faculty (permission) until July or later.  However, there is a chance that the work will be complete by Autumn.
The good news is that the actual works are relatively simple.  Possibly the most difficult part will be connecting the toilet and sink to the public drainage in Blanche Lane.  So it is likely that by the end of the year, the church will be equipped with a toilet, a mini kitchen and a lot less clutter.  

One other point: when re-ordering the church, we are obliged to improve it as far as possible so that we comply with the Disability Discrimination Act.  St Giles is well below the outside ground level, and the vestry is (and will be) a step up from the main body of the church.  Our architect must advise us how to overcome these problems so that people in wheel chairs AND those not in wheel chairs, but with mobility problems (whose needs are quite different), can be accommodated, and access the church without undue difficulty.  As ever, we live in hope!!!

William Marsterson.  February 2009
