Text of the response of the Chapels Society to the consultation paper on Ecclesiastical Exemption.

The Future of the Ecclesiastical Exemption

We were glad to receive your consultation paper, which has been given our very careful consideration.  We now submit the comments detailed below, and hope that they will be useful in shaping your decisions and future policy.

With reference to the numbered questions on p.13, our comments are as follows:

We agree that high-level management agreements would be an appropriate mechanism to allow the ecclesiastical exemption to continue.  Such a change might enable denominations to manage their assets in a better-integrated fashion.

We would not oppose the appointment of English Heritage as the body to validate and also monitor the proposed high-level agreements.  EH has developed much expertise with psrticular regard to Anglican building;. with the buildings of other denominations we trust that   EH will exercise caution, and consult widely.  We feel that it should be their high priority to develop better expertise in the area of nonconformity. With regard to EH’s future monitoring rôle, we feel strongly that selective inspection of work carried out is of great importance.

With regard to the impact of works on the archaeology of sites, we agree with your suggestion.  Experience of sites where chapels have become disused, and graveyards closed, makes us very concerned.  Local authorities sometimes lack the will to monitor the actions of contractors, and as a result archaeological surveys are skimped or omitted.  It is vital that proper surveys should be completed and lodged in the appropriate Archive, preferably that of the District, if possible along with the archives of the former church.

We agree this suggestion seems sensible.

Clearly there must be some mechanism to cope with breaches of high-level management agreements, but we have seen no evidence to persuade us that local authorities have sufficient expertise to exercise such supervision in a stringent fashion.  Surely it is important that breaches should be strongly dealt with.

It seems only fair to allow the possibility of re-admission to the Exemption.  It would be best to apply regular review to the mechanisms of any re-admitted denomination.

We agree that peculiars could be handled under any agreement with the appropriate denomination.  Regarding chapels where the NHS, the Prison Service, or denominational schools are responsible, recent experience makes us very doubtful whether they should have ultimate control over such buildings.  Any management agreement should permit input from these bodies, and also from local authorities, but give the last word to English Heritage.

We recognise that some of these questions are complex and problematic, but we hope that our views will be of use in your review.

Yours sincerely
