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Listed Churches Guidance Note 
 

Background 

1. Ordinarily, works to listed buildings that might affect their character, historic fabric or 

features or setting require consent from the local planning authority. However, the United 

Reformed Church (in common with other denominations) has been given the powers to 

grant Listed Building Consent for works to the following buildings, objects and structures: 

• URC buildings used primarily for public worship. 

• Any object or structure contained within or forming part of such a building. 

• Any object or structure fixed to the exterior of such a building unless it is itself a listed 

building. 

• Any object or structure within the curtilage of such a building which, although not fixed to 

it, forms part of the land unless the object or structure is itself a listed building. 
 

2. The procedure governing the exercise of these powers is set out in the United Reformed 

Church and the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, Procedure 

for Control of Works to Buildings”, and this note explains how the procedure operates. 
 

General legal provisions 

3. Firstly, though, there are a number of general legal provisions that those responsible for our 

listed churches need to be aware of: 

• Consent is not required for “like for like” repairs. However, repairs will not be “like for like” 

if, for instance, different types or colours of materials are used. 

• The requirement for consent applies to any works that might affect the character or 

setting of the listed building. 

• As indicated above, the requirement for consent under this Procedure also applies to any 

works within the curtilage of a listed building in cases where the works themselves relate 

to a part of the complex that is not listed. In this respect, the curtilage of a building is not 

always easy to define under planning law but in the case of a listed church it would be 

likely to include an adjoining hall or separate outbuilding. 

• The requirement for consent applies to both exterior and interior works. 
 

4. Although this guidance note is not concerned with unlisted church buildings it should be 

noted that in certain circumstances planning permission is required from the local planning 

authority for the demolition of such buildings and for the removal of gates, fences, walls and 

railings.  Where a church is proposing works such as these they should therefore first take 

advice from the Secretary to the Synod’s Listed Buildings Advisory Committee. 
 

Applying for Consent 

5. Before applying for consent (more correctly called an “Ecclesiastical Exemption” in the case 

of this Procedure) churches will almost certainly need professional help, most likely an 

architect or surveyor depending on the nature of the works. 
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6. In addition, the Synod’s Resources Officer and the Secretary to their Listed Buildings 

Advisory Committee (LBAC) will be able to answer any questions a church may have on the 

procedure.  
 

7. The LBAC will also be willing to visit a church prior to their making an application to offer 

advice.  This is advisable in the case of major applications. 
 

8. Central to this process is the role of the Synod’s LBAC. This is a Committee comprising 

people in the Synod area with expertise in, or knowledge of, listed buildings, particularly 

church buildings. 
 

9. The rest of this guidance explains: 

• The procedures to be followed by applicant churches. 

• The documents that need to accompany any application. 
 

Other matters 

10. The Procedure also contains provisions dealing with unauthorised works and appeals 

against the decision on an application. These are rare occurrences, and this note does not 

therefore cover them. 
 

Procedure for obtaining an Ecclesiastical Exemption 

1. The application (Form 1) together with all necessary designs, photographs and other 

documents (https://urceastern.org.uk/property/) are sent by email and one hard copy to the 

Synod Resources Assistant, and two hard copies to the LBAC Secretary.  

Synod Resources Assistant: resourcesadmin@urceastern.org.uk  

URC Eastern Synod, 36 Duxford Road, Whittlesford, Cambridgeshire CB22 4ND 

LBAC Secretary: Mr Keir Hounsome kandlhounsome@btinternet.com  

27 The Avenues, Norwich, Norfolk, NR2 3PH 
 

2. Subject to the need for further details or information, the LBAC Secretary will: 

• initiate the consultation process with the relevant building conservation bodies. 

• require the applicant to display a site notice in a specified form that invites comments 

from interested persons. 

• in the case of Grade I and Grade II* listed churches and works that will affect the exterior 

of Grade II listed churches, require the applicant to arrange for a similar notice to appear 

in a local newspaper circulating in the church’s area. 
 

3. The consultation period for the above is 28 days. 
 

4. Following the close of the consultation period, and whether or not there was an earlier site 

visit, the LBAC will decide whether a (further) visit is required.  They will also consider 

whether further discussions are required with the applicant and whether modifications to the 

proposed works are required before they can recommend that the application is approved. 
 

5. They will then convene to consider their advice to the Synod’s Resources Committee (for 

this purpose convened as the Synod Property Committee (SPC)) and report accordingly.  
 

6. In the event that the LBAC does not support any part of the proposed works or recommend 

conditions with which the applicant does not agree, then the applicant has the opportunity to 

decide not to proceed with their application.  
 

https://urceastern.org.uk/property/
mailto:resourcesadmin@urceastern.org.uk
mailto:kandlhounsome@btinternet.com
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7. In arriving at their decision on an application the SPC must in particular take the following 

into account: 

• The role of a local church as a local centre of worship and mission and of their functions 

and authority under the URC Acts. 

• Developments in liturgical practice and styles of worship. 

• The desirability of preserving historic church buildings and the importance of protecting 

features of architectural merit and historic interest. 

• Comments made by consultees. 

• The recommendations and advice of the LBAC. 

 

Documents to accompany applications 
 

1. Application Form 1 together with its two Appendices. 
 

2. Church Meeting minute to carry out the works. 
 

3. Plans and specifications. These must include the following where relevant to the proposed 

works: 

• Location Plan (1:1250 or 1:2500) 

• Existing and proposed Block Plans, (1:200 or 1:500) 

• Existing and proposed Floor Plans (1:50 or 1:100) 

• Existing and proposed Elevations (1:50 or 1:100) 

• Existing and proposed Site Sections and Levels (1:50 or 1:100) 

• Roof Plans (1:50) or 1:100) 

• Details of all new windows, doors and similar features (1:50 or 1:10 or full size) 

• Details of Cross Sections (1:50 when raising roof, extending building, altering staircases 

or changing floor levels) 

• Photographs of the existing features and any other supporting details. 

 

Ordinarily, the church’s architect / surveyor will prepare these plans and specifications. 
 

4. Design and Access Statement. This is a short statement which should explain how the 

proposed works are suitable for the site and its setting. It should also explain the design 

principles and concepts that have been applied to the proposals and how their context has 

influenced the design. 
 

5. Statement of Need. This needs to explain why the proposed works are necessary and how 

they will benefit the church and community, so as to justify any detrimental impact on the 

building’s character or setting.  
 

6. Statement of (Historical) Significance. This must detail the historical development of the 

building and identify the special features which are important to its character and setting, 

and it should therefore include its listing description. The Statement should also include the 

current character and use of the site and the current state of repair of the building.   
 

7. Completed questionnaire in cases where the proposed works involve the removal of pews. 

 

Again, the church’s professional adviser would ordinarily prepare documents 4 to 7. 


