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1 Executive summary  
St Cuthbert’s church, Darlington, has participated in the three year Inspired Futures (IF) 
project to develop opportunities for heritage conservation, improvements to facilities and 
access, and explore potential for wider community use. 

The church was selected for specific regeneration support in order to progress their plans to 
find an extended use through engagement and consultation with wider town stakeholders, a 
review of the options and feasibility of extended use, models of operation and governance to 
support extended use, and a strategy of fundraising and capital campaign planning. 

This report outlines the progress the church group have made throughout the IF project, 
acknowledging the key challenges and successes and the type of work undertaken. 

Overall, as a result of the IF project regeneration support, the church group are now in a 
stronger position to develop their project, via the outputs achieved as outlined below: 

Output Benefit 

Visioning workshop summary 
report 

Evidence of internal consultation and informed process of 
reaching the project vision and aims for St Cuthbert’s.   

Headline options appraisal A crucial exercise to select the option most suitable for the 
building which could also meet a need in the town. 

Stakeholder list – working 
document 

Developed as part of the external consultation carried out, 
allowing for future communications about the project. 

NCT commission - Business 
plan options paper 

Provides clarity on the justification and feasible of extended 
use in the church once improvements are made.   

Draft case for support Containing key elements of the project development work to 
date, to provide the ‘ask’ the church wants to make to 
funders, volunteers, or any other stakeholder to support the 
project. 

To carry on the work achieved by St Cuthbert’s participation in the IF project, the key areas 
of work agreed for the next 12-18 months for the group include: 

 Update architect plans and costs for improvement works to the church 

 Develop a final case for support and fundraising campaign 

 Prepare for a major funding application 

 Continue to cultivate partnership opportunities with town stakeholders 

 Test events in the church in line with their business plan options activity 

 Review their operational and governance framework to support the changes they are 
making  
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2 Introduction  
Inspired Futures is a three-year programme working with a number of churches in the North 
East of England to develop opportunities for heritage conservation, improvements to 
facilities and access, and explore potential for wider community use.  As part of the project, 
six churches received priority regeneration support from a team of consultants.  This report 
outlines the support provided to St Cuthbert’s church in Darlington by the Churches 
Conservation Trust (CCT) Regeneration Team. 

2.1 Objectives of regeneration consultancy 

For Stage 1 of Inspired Futures (IF) the project development stage, 18 Way Forward reports 
were produced to support local church congregations as they consider or embark upon 
church development projects.   

Based on these reports and on a structured review of needs, opportunities and capacity, six 
sites out of the 18 were identified as priorities for detailed project activities.  The 12 other 
churches would continue to benefit from the project through mentoring and advisory support 
throughout the Inspired Futures project. See Group 2 Churches Final Reports. 

The aim of the CCT regeneration team support was to deliver a programme of activities that 
help develop sustainable futures for a number of vulnerable historic church buildings with 
identified heritage and wider community engagement opportunities, and where there was a 
demonstrable demand from the church community to develop and change.  Through 
providing a high quality blend of expert input, experience sharing, capacity building and 
project planning know-how, the project aims to help manoeuvre the churches into a 
stronger and more sustainable position for the future.   

Working with the local volunteer groups, it was envisioned that the regeneration support 
would provide a suite of co-developed project documents tailored to each church to progress 
their plans for change and sustainability.  This included: 

 A range of developmental actions for regeneration and investment at all 6 sites e.g. 
outline concept designs, initial assessment of potential, wider public consultation. 

 Assessing income generation options, and governance and management models to 
support new and ongoing operations.    

 Develop stakeholder and partnership plans and help broker relationships with key 
partners.  

 Assess marketing needs and recommend ways to improve marketing offers of each 
church.  

 Implement heritage management recommendations. 

 Encourage best practice for all 6 sites, including developing effective briefs, asset 
maintenance planning, community engagement and consultation, and using heritage 
to engage audiences.   

 Facilitate volunteer development from the community – project activities will be 
designed to draw volunteers into the project. 

2.2 Methodology  

The project and consultants were in place to support the action of the church groups.  How 
and when that support would be best used, was to be become more apparent as the project 
developed, and therefore goals/objectives were set at three to six month intervals. 
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At the commencement of the IF project, the regeneration consultants had an inception 
meeting with each of the churches.  The purpose of the meeting was to: 

 Review recommendations outlined in the Way Forward reports and update on what 
has been achieved 

 Review the vision of the group for the church and any changes that have taken place 
since the close of Stage 1 of IF and the beginning of Stage 2  

 Discuss a set of key priorities for the next 6 months for the group to work towards to 
start off the three-year programme.    

A plan for these priorities was set out and a work programme established for each church.  
Face to face meetings were arranged every three-six months (depending on church) to set, 
review or progress these priority areas.  In between there were email/phone correspondence 
available, document sharing (via Dropbox) and other in-person opportunities for mentoring 
at IF training events.   

2.3 Limitations 

Two members of the CCT Regeneration Team were assigned to the commission, with 
approximately 15 days of consultancy allocated to each group 1 church over a period of 
three years.  The travel to each church was substantial, meaning the consultants needed to 
utilise face to face meetings as much as possible.  There were a number of external factors 
(such as those discussed in section 5.1 below) that influenced the progress and output of 
the regeneration work. 

 

3 Acknowledgements 
The project relied on the co-ordination and joined up expertise of the Inspired Futures 
delivery team, providing an experienced resource which all churches could benefit from. 

Thanks must go to all members of the St Cuthbert’s Future Foundations group for their 
dedication, enthusiasm and vision to work towards a more sustainable future for their place 
of worship.   

 

4 Property Overview 
4.1 Site description 

St. Cuthbert’s is considered to be one of the finest churches in the North of England. It is the 
most complete example of its date and ‘Early English’ style in the Diocese and is one of a 
handful in the north-east region with a medieval spire. The church is a prominent landmark 
within the market town of Darlington, the ‘gateway’ to the Tees Valley and North East 
region.  St Cuthbert’ is a ‘tall cruciform church’ dating mostly from the early C13 and some 
key features include: 

 Medieval decorative features including ‘early C14 piscina’, ‘poppy-head C15 clergy 
stalls with carved misericords’ and ‘late C13 tomb figure attached to south wall’. 

 Roof constructed from medieval timbers  

 Finely carved font cover from 1662 and sedilia from the 14th century 

 A parochial library dating from 1711 housed in the church itself 
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4.2 Selection process of Group 1 churches  

The selection process to establish the six group 1 churches took place at the close of the 
Stage 1 project development phase of Inspired Futures in 2015. 

It was agreed that St Cuthbert’s Darlington would benefit from the regeneration support.  
The group were very confident in their vision for the church and had already undertaken 
some detailed project development work.  This included the production of a statement of 
need and significance, a number of consultations into what people wanted to see happen in 
the church, and commissioned concept designs with an outline phased approach to potential 
works with costings.  However, the group recognised they had a skills gap in business 
planning, with the feasibility element of the project being the main area of weakness.  As 
such there has been a stall in progress, and after so much work to date, the need to 
maintain momentum on the project was vital. 

Areas of support therefore would concentrate on: 

 Stakeholder engagement and consultation, especially on a wider town level 

 Options appraisal into the needs of the building and community to inform the best use 
of the space within the church, and feasibility of income generation from that use 

 Operation and governance models to ensure capacity issues were addressed in the 
long term 

 Fundraising and capital campaign planning 

 

5 Progress against key areas of work  
From the Way forward report, the recommendations for St Cuthbert’s were provided based 
on the churches current circumstance, and broken down into short term (6 six to 9 months) 
medium term (9 to 18 months) and long term (18 months plus).  See Appendix I for full 
executive summary. 

During the gap between the INE and IF projects, the groups had done a great deal of work 
in delivering urgent fabric repair works as part of the GPOW grant and consulting on the 
concept designs for adaptions in the church.  

The short to medium term recommendations were reviewed at the IF inception meeting, 
taking into account the changes in situation since the Way Forward reports were completed, 
and items of work were prioritised and planned for delivery over the IF three-year 
programme. 

The table below outlines the recommendations which were identified as priorities by the 
church group at the start of the IF (2015), and the status of each at the end of the support 
programme (2019).  

 
Way forward recommendation 2015 Status of recommendation at project 

conclusion 2019 

Volunteer roles review - capacity is being 
addressed, but formalising the volunteer 
recruitment process will help firm up what 
capacity is available 

Begin drafting specific roles that are needed 
on the project.  This will help make people 

Wider stakeholder consultation provided the 
opportunity for individuals and organisations 
to pledge areas where they could offer 
support (fundraising, advocacy, learning), 
which helped to focus what volunteer roles 
stakeholders might be interested in. 
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aware of what help is required, but also 
have something concrete to sign up to with 
a better idea of the time commitment. 

The recruitment to volunteer roles has not 
progressed much at this stage.  However, 
governance and management structure work 
has begun to identify specific areas of 
volunteer support. 

Collecting and collating feedback - this is 
both from users/hirers of the space as well 
as those who benefit from events.  This also 
includes results of consultation with people 
and groups on the project vision etc 

• Produce a suite of feedback 
forms/cards targeted for various events and 
completed by both the organisers and 
audiences (e.g. feedback from a concert 
audience about how they found the church 
as a venue and what else they would like to 
see in the church, feedback from a hirer 
around their experience on using the space) 

• Start to roll out distributing, collecting 
and collating feedback to feed into feasibility 
/ viability work. 

• Engage with the wider community 
through an event in February. Draft 
questionnaire to be completed by Christmas 

Template consultation materials were 
developed (surveys and pew cards) for St 
Cuthbert’s, and they have been distributed at 
various events throughout the IF project. The 
project team continue to collect and record 
the results of these surveys.  

An internal consultation was held with those 
who currently use or support the church, to 
define the project vision and aims, and to 
engage those immediate stakeholders more 
with the project. 

An external consultation was held with town 
wide stakeholders including the local authority 
and colleges.   

Reports of both consultation events were 
produced, and the project team has taken on 
the ownership of the stakeholder relationships 
made. 

 

Project viability/Business planning - Now at 
stage to look into the feasibility and viability 
of the projects plans to adapt the building.  
This will inform the project by understanding 
how people might practically use the church 
and what financial income that would 
generate (venue hire, ticket prices) to offset 
expenditure (running cost, overheads etc).   

• Assessing current and potential uses 
of the building and what the gaps are that 
the church could fill (headline market 
research into what else is available in 
Darlington). 

• CCT to send link to the BP toolkit, for 
group to begin planning what resources 
would be needed to start developing one. 

• Start to gather cost estimates 
together – what the running costs are for 
the church, and how income could be 
produced from the newly adapted building to 
support those costs 

The group conducted an internal audit of the 
information they had to date to inform an 
outline options appraisal, which looked at a 
number of uses for the church.  The strongest 
was for it to be utilised more as a heritage 
and arts performance venue. 

A feasibility study would need to be 
commissioned to establish if this option would 
contribute to the sustainability of the site. 

With support from IF, the group secured a 
grant from the National Churches Trust to 
commission a business plan options paper.  
This work included identifying three main 
income streams for the church’s preferred 
option, carrying out market research, costs 
analysis and investigating the management 
and governance models required, resulting in 
a five year income and expenditure model. 

Table 1 Key recommendations from Stage 1 Way Forward report 
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5.1 Key challenges 

Resources and support 

Despite the dedicated core of the ‘Future Foundations’ group leading on the project 
development work, there had been a challenge in firm direction and leadership when the 
church entered into an interregnum soon after IF started.  This had the effect of stalling the 
development plans along with fabric repairs (see below) taking priority.  As such, support 
from PCC and congregation also waned, making it difficult or the group to drive forward or 
communicate key areas of work like the business planning. 

Fabric repair priority 

St Cuthbert’s were delivering a substantial Grant for Places of Worship to repair some of the 
roof, which required the co-ordination from the ‘Future Foundations’ group, who were also 
responsible for works in the church building.  This did not cover all the repairs required, and 
as such the church is currently on the Heritage at Risk register.  The church boilers also 
failed and required replacement during this period.    

Lack of project direction 

The church group had a good vision in mind for what physical changes they wanted to make 
in the church, but the need the changes were addressing and the defined role the church 
would have in Darlington as a result of the change was unclear.  There were various 
documents produced for improvements to the church, but not for a defined project where 
the need for improvements and the impact of them were made clear.  IF had to focus on this 
first before progressing with other development documents. 

5.2 Key successes 

Commissioning of feasibility work  

When the new Priest in Charge was appointed, firm decisions were made to progress with 
the feasibility of using the church more for cultural and heritage activity.  The IF team 
supported a development of the National Churches Trust development grant, and consultant 
brief for a business plan options paper.  The commission covered a lot of gaps in the group’s 
development work; identified income streams, market research, skills audit, governance 
review and 5 year income and expenditure assumptions.     

Stakeholder consultation  

The internal stakeholders re-engaged via a workshop that explored the outcomes 
improvements to St Cuthbert’s would have on the heritage, people and community.  This 
resulted in a co-developed set of aims for the project which immediate church users 
contributed to.  As part of the NCT commission, a number of external stakeholders were 
consulted who could potentially support the project strategically or via delivery of activity.  
Their feedback strengthened the need and evidence base of the proposed changes and made 
the St Cuthbert’s project more visible on a strategic level. 

Partnership relationships 

As a part of the consultation work, the stakeholders completed a pledge card for the type of 
support that they could offer the project at this development stage.  Following up on these, 
the new Priest in Charge has formed a more defined relationship with key stakeholders, such 
as the Town Centre Partnership and Events Manager from the local authority, who now 
attends the Future Foundation project meetings.   
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6 Programme of work 
The table below provides a summary of the support and work undertaken to help deliver the 
key recommendations for St Cuthbert’s church, as outlined in table x 

Date Event Outcome/output 

September 
2016 

Inception meeting  Agreed areas of priority and action plan 
developed for the next six months 

October 2016 IF workshop – 
volunteer and heritage 
activity training  

 Church group members attended workshop 

November 
2016 

IF workshop - 
Informed change and 
consultant 
appointment 

 Church group members attended workshop

March 2017 IF workshop - Options 
Appraisal & Business 
Planning 

 Church group members attended workshop

March 2017 IF meeting – options 
appraisals/feasibility 
and stakeholder 
management  

 Reviewing options for building from a 
needs perspective 

 Improvements on internal communications 

 Establishing a stakeholder list 

 Options appraisal drafted 

April 2017  IF workshop - 
Fundraising & 
Consultation 

 Church group members attended workshop

July 2017 Visioning workshop / 
internal consultation  

 Workshop to engage and consult with 
current users of the church with the 
project 

 Outcomes for heritage, people and 
community discussed to help define project 
vision and aims 

 Summary report produced with 
recommendations 

October 2017 IF meeting – project 
progress 

 Review of summary report and agreed 
actions 

 Review of draft options appraisal 

 HLF review of R1 application guidance (as 
per 2017) and where gaps were for group  

 Agreed to approach NCT for income 
generation feasibility report 

January 2018 IF meeting – project 
progress, with heritage 
and evaluation  

 Event feedback collated from events 

 Idea to produce church development plan 
and high level business plan by volunteers  
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March 2018 IF meeting – project 
progress (new 
incumbent in place) 

 Consultation templates from other IF 
churches shared and adapted  

 NCT application for project development 
support work (instead of volunteer 
procedure) 

 Consultant’s brief for feasibility work 
prepared 

 Project vision and aims agreed 

August 2018  Stakeholder event 
planning 

 Consultation event date set to consult with 
external stakeholders on the project vision 
and aim  

 Event plan and supporting material 
produced 

August 2018 – 
January 2019 

CCT appointed as 
consultant to deliver 
NCT funded 
commission 

 Business plan options paper (BPOP) 
produced – included market research of 
income streams, governance and 
management review, 5 yr income and 
expenditure assumptions 

October 2018 External stakeholder 
consultation event  

 Opportunities and challenges for the 
project discussed and recorded.   

 Pledges given by stakeholders and 
partnership work established 

 Information feed into the NCT BPOP work 

January 2019 IF progress meeting   Business plan options paper reviewed 

 Priorities to progress the project agreed – 
event testing, partnership development, 
develop designs 

May 2019 IF final meeting  BPOP recommendations ongoing 

 Brief for design work development 
submitted to architects 

 Case for support discussed and template 
adopted for development 

Table 2 Summary of regeneration support and work 
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7 Key Project Outputs 
The table below lists the outputs achieved by the St Cuthbert’s, Darlington church group and 
what the benefits of each of these outputs has or will be.   

Output Benefit 

Visioning workshop summary 
report 

Evidence of internal consultation and informed process of 
reaching the project vision and aims of St Cuthbert’s.  Can 
be used to support future funding bids 

Headline options appraisal Version 4 reached with the group, who had ownership over 
the document.  This demonstrated the need the group had 
to review the options for the church, and select the options 
most suitable for the building which could also meet a need 
in the town.  This was a crucial exercise to carry out before 
the feasibility work. 

Heritage grant document list To help the group understand the work involved from the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund grant programme.  This 
document highlighted the evidence and work they already 
had, and where the gaps were, to help the group prioritise 
the next steps in project development.  

Stakeholder list Developed as part of the external consultation, this list can 
be added to and updated, and used to communicate about 
the project. 

NCT commission - Business 
plan options paper 

Provides clarity on the justification and feasible of extended 
use in the church once improvements are made.  It can be 
used as an evidence to support funding applications, and in 
updating designs for site.  It also demonstrates to 
stakeholders that the project can come from an informed 
process. 

Draft case for support Gathering key elements of the project development work to 
date, the case for support template is a tool to organise the 
‘ask’ the church wants to make to funders, volunteers, or 
any other stakeholder to support the project. 

Table 3 Outputs and benefits of the regeneration support 

8 Summary position 
The IF outputs for St Cuthbert’s have not only placed the church in a strong position to now 
apply for major funding for the project to improve the building, but also, through their co-
development, given the group confidence in their decisions and justifications for the project.  
There is a clearly defined vision and related aims of the project, and evidence for the 
potential impact the changes will have for the building and it’s place within Darlington. 

Key areas of work agreed for the next 12-18 months for the group include: 

 Update architect plans and costs for improvement works on the church 

 Develop a final case for support and fundraising campaign 
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 Prepare for a major funding application 

 Continue to cultivate partnership opportunities with town stakeholders 

 Test events in the church in line with their business plan options activity 

 Review their operational and governance framework to support the changes they are 
making  
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Executive summary  
 
St Cuthbert’s’ is a highly significant Grade I listed church in Darlington, County Durham.  A 
project group, formally recognised by the PCC, has been established to address the 
urgent repair needs of the building, its civic as well as spiritual role within the community, 
and the need for the building to become sustainable for the future.  Working with the 
congregation and wider community, a proposal to create a arts hub within the church has 
been suggested, something that Darlington is currently lacking.  A full understanding of 
the need, demand and financing of such an idea needs to be fully explored to test 
whether it is a realistic and sustainable option.   
 
Improving the facilities inside the church is integral to the scheme, as is the need to create 
a welcome and accessible entrance to the church.  The alterations and initial concept 
designs are ambitious, and capacity amongst the group is limited. Creating a realistic plan 
that can be delivered is something that will need to be addressed in the next phase of the 
project. While a successful HLF GPOW grant has begun to address the urgent capital 
works the next stages of the project development will require more time and resources, 
and this can start to be addressed by drawing more support from the wider community. 
 
The executive summary provides a view on the priority actions for the church and PCC. 
These have been summarised into short, medium and long term actions. They should be 
read alongside the full report and ideally the actions recommended within the document 
should all be addressed through an action plan – but the following are seen as the most 
important priorities. An appendix provides links to further guidance on the specific 
reports and processes suggested and, where possible, relevant examples.    
 
The PCC is encouraged to discuss these recommendations and come to an agreed view 
on the priorities. An important outcome should be the implementation of the actions in 
this executive summary. Actions are more defined in the short and medium term, 
because as the project evolves different actions will arise from the earlier work.      
 
The actions recommended for St Cuthbert’s Church, Darlington particularly in the short 
term section may already be underway as part of the Stage 1 HLF GPOW grant. 
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Short term  

 Ensure the Statement of Significance and Statement of Need for the project are 
up to date. 

 Deliver the Stage 1 HLF GPOW works – This work will be on going, but in this time 
frame be aware of the need to:  set up regular date to submit progress reports, 
review specifications, drawings and schedule of works, keep up-to-date cost 
breakdowns and cash flow, provide detailed timetable/work programme and a 
clear project management and procurement process.  Always refer plans and 
briefs back to the approved purposes.  This funding will also include an activity and 
interpretation programme, and an opportunity to pilot ideas for future project 
work.  

 Create a stakeholder / partnership list – Utilise the contacts already made and 
begin having further discussions with them about the project, whilst approaching 
other organisation/groups that could offer their support, including the developers 
of Feetham’s, and by approaching more youth, drama and music groups to 
understand what they might want from the project.  

 Carry out a skills audit - Catalogue the skills sets and experience amongst the 
group, Friends and those willing to be involved.  This will help to match individuals 
to the task needed to develop the project, and identify the gaps in experience or 
advice. 

 Plan for launch event –pull together the resources needed to re-launch the 
project on the Heritage Open Day weekend. 
 

Medium term  

 Delivery of Stage 2 HLF GPOW bid – complete the capital works and ensure the 
delivery of the approved purposes.  Document the activity on site through 
photographs and reports to then place online (see below).  Use the repair works as 
a marketing opportunity for the project as a whole. 

 Fundraising strategy – The project will have more of a definite shape/direction for 
the group to start to approach funders from the list, matching up what element of 
the project certain funders might invest in.  Also start to develop a community 
fundraising campaign with the Friends Group 

 Income generation strategy/business plan – This may require external 
expertise, and provisions should be made in your budget for this.  It is vital to 
understand the likely income for the church once the project is completed, to 
ensure all costs (i.e. parish shares) and ongoing activities are covered, as well as 
costs to support the running of any new systems.   
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 Develop briefs/job descriptions – the business plan should indicate what the 
staffing structure should be and what is affordable.  Research what is needed for 
an art centre administrator/manager role, and what the church requires of the role 
too.  This should include skills/knowledge criteria, job description, hours of work 
etc.  Also start to factor the salary for this role into the overall project costs. 

 Heritage interpretation and activity plan – Building on the work to date, and 
working with other group/organisations, establish how to engage the community 
with the church heritage (including its interpretation).  Start to test out ideas, such 
as piloting activities at consultation/launch events. 

 Prepare for pew consultation – as the church’s current proposal is to remove 
nearly all of the pews a compelling case will need to be made for this to happen, 
outlining the part it would play in making the church sustainable, backed up with 
evidence (through the Statements of Significance and Need). Consideration 
should be given to alternatives e.g. removing only some of the pews.  

 Revisit concept designs for new use adaptions, and more consultation – 
Through piloting activities and reviewing the options for the church through the 
income generation strategy, revise the concept designs to date.  Work with the 
architect to incorporate new findings and consult with the immediate and wider 
community.  Also consultat with Historic England, DAC and CBC.  

 
Longer term  

 Apply for Phase 2 (Access for all) funding – you should now have a priority list of 
funders for phase 2 and should begin to apply for funding.   

 Review of all plans and strategies– continue to review and update governance, 
income, heritage and arts activities and communications plans. You should use 
any additional opportunities to consult the community to continue the 
conversation about your plans.  

 Complete any outstanding design and conservation work – any outstanding 
work and consultations should be completed in preparation for the next phases of 
the capital work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


