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1 Introduction 

St Cuthbert’s Church stands beside the village green in the heart of old Billingham, the 
original medieval settlement that is now on the edge of the modern town.  Parts of the 
striking Grade I listed church date back to the 9th century; it has a Saxon tower and a 
number of additions and extensions dating from across the medieval period.  The building is 
unusual in that the chancel, which was rebuilt in 1939, is much wider that the lofty medieval 
nave.   
 
The church sits in a large graveyard, rather hidden behind the large trees at its east end, 
although its attractive lych gate is an eye-catching feature from the village green.  Rather 
more prominent is the well-signed church hall nearby, which is currently being refurbished.  
 
St Cuthbert’s has a small but loyal congregation and attracts much larger numbers to 
weddings, funerals and community services such as the local schools’ Christmas Carol 
Concerts.  The church has recently become part of a shared ministry for the parish of  
Billingham, with four other churches, and has a proactive and enthusiastic incumbent.  This 
has stimulated a new enthusiasm to raise the profile of the church, enhance its facilities and 
develop its role for congregation and community.  Urgent repairs required for the historic 
fabric have also prompted action. 
  
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Cuthbert’s Church holds a communion service every Sunday, with an average attendance 
of about 25 people, most of whom are older adults.  Its seasonal services are very well 
attended and it also hosts services such as Christmas carol concerts for local schools.  There 
is also a weekly choir practice (8 members).   
 
The building’s history, ambience and setting also make this a popular choice for weddings.  
There are more than 20 weddings here per year as well as baptisms and funerals; these 
regularly draw in 100 or more attendees. 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

The church and neighbouring church hall are also used for a number of community activities 
and events.  These include: 
 

 Monthly Parish Council meetings in the church 
 Occasional musical / choral events in the church, attracting 100 plus per event 
 Heritage Open Days 
 The church leads or hosts occasional exhibitions, such as a World War One display 

around the memorial window in 2014 
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 The church hall is used for many church and community activities such as weekly and 
monthly meetings and activities, annual elections and shows e.g. it hosts the 
handicrafts stalls as part of Billingham Show.  There is high demand for the hall for 
meetings and activities 

 
Messy Church was also recently tried at St Cuthbert’s but it was felt the building layout was 
constraining; this has now been moved to another church in the parish.  
 
2.3 Visitors 

The church is open most Saturdays, particularly during the summer, but is otherwise kept 
locked outside of services and events.  The team estimates that there is a steady trickle of 
about 4 or 5 visitors each Saturday.  The church struggles to find enough stewards to 
maintain even this modest opening, however, and enthusiasm is inevitably curbed by the 
small numbers who come in.  However, it is strongly felt that the building needs to be 
stewarded because of issues of antisocial behaviour, theft and vandalism. 
 
Visitor numbers are inevitably limited by the fact that the church is not generally left open.  
This is compounded by the fact that the building is not immediately obvious from nearly 
roads or the green and, when it is unlocked, there are no ‘welcome, we’re open’ signs to 
encourage entry.  However, the team is very happy to open the church on request1; guided 
tours are also available on an ad hoc basis and for schools and special interest groups. 
 
It is not possible to say for sure, but it is very likely that the small numbers coming to the 
church on Saturdays is due primarily to a lack of awareness on and offsite amongst local 
people and potential visitors.  As always, good communication and plenty of publicity are key 
for all activities and events. 
 
 
3 Current heritage experience and offer 

3.1 Access 

As noted above, the church is not generally open and thus not available to people looking for 
a place for quiet prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history or following family 
links or researching their own history outside of service times except on Saturdays or by 
appointment. 
 
The church is largely hidden from view so is unlikely to attract passing interest, although the 
lych gate is eye-catching and there is some parking at the front.  For those with mobility 
issues, the high curb and the step in the lych gate present a barrier.   
 
Once inside, the church is mostly level with wide aisles between the fixed pews, making it 
fairly easy to move around.  However, the lighting is poor, which not only impacts on the 
ambience of this historic building but also hinders access, particularly for people with visual 
impairments.  There are toilets, but these are not currently fully accessible, and there are 
narrow steps from this area down to the fire exit.   

                                           
1 The team has also suggested that they could make a key available locally in future, with visitors 
phoning for access (this could be achieved fairly easily using a key safe on site and phone number to 
reach a key holder or even a pre-recorded message with the code) 
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3.2 Interpretation 

The church offers a number of ways to find out about its mission, special qualities and 
history, including: 
 

 A guidebook and children’s workbook, both of which are comprehensive but 
rather dated.  There are several other old guides in circulation too 

 Members of the team provide informal guided tours for visitors, special interest 
groups and schools; these are well received but are not a regular or formalised offer 

 Several websites provide information about the church for different users.  The new 
and friendly parish website (http://www.billinghamcofe.org.uk/) provides a useful mix 
of practical information and mission, plus access to the parish newsletter, but does 
not include any information on the history of any of the five churches.  The church 
features on A Church Near You (http://www.achurchnearyou.com/billingham-st-
cuthbert/) but includes only the most basic information; there is the potential to add 
more about mission, worship and perhaps history here 

 Social media: the parish has a lively Facebook page with plenty of regular posts 
about services, activities and events (www.facebook.com/BillinghamCofE); again 
there is no history or heritage information here specific to any of the churches 

 
3.3 Facilities 

The team has concerns about the limitations of their facilities and spaces for the 
congregation and other users, but the church offers all the basics to a reasonable level.  
These include: 
 

 Toilets, although not fully accessible 
 Basic kitchen facilities 
 Heating: the church is heated but the system is inefficient and very expensive to run 
 A useful partially enclosed area at the back of the south aisle for meetings and 

activities 
 An area at the back of the north aisle for sales, serving and informal storage   
 Vestry offices in the annexe on the north side of the church 
 A choir vestry upstairs in the annexe (although access is poor) 
 A room at the base of the tower, which gives (steep and narrow) access to the bells; 

this room is used for flower arranging and storage but is cramped and rather 
cluttered   

 Parking: there are several spaces in front of the church and on-street parking in the 
immediate area 

 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

A fairly stable attendance of about 25 to weekly services, with larger numbers for seasonal 
services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  There is a good relationship with local schools, 
who use the church for their seasonal services and events.   
 
Weddings, baptisms and school engagement are regarded as the most significant 
opportunities to encourage people, particularly families, to return to the church and become 
more regular members of the congregation. 
 



4 
 

Heritage Activity Stage One Draft Report 
St Cuthbert, Billingham 

Draft 1 

4.2 The community and other users 

The community around St Cuthbert’s has changed considerably in recent decades, not least 
with the closure of ICI in the late 1970s and the movement away of local people and 
services as a result.  Today St Cuthbert’s sits on the edge of the town, feeling rather isolated 
from key services like the newly centralised library. 
 
The area in which the church sits also faces considerable social issues.  There are high levels 
of deprivation, with limited opportunities for work, education and training, poor health and 
antisocial behaviour. 
 
The church team recognises that there is great potential to engage more actively with the 
community and provide a place for residents to come together to worship and discover, 
learn, play and enjoy themselves.  While the team feels constrained by the current building 
layout and its modest facilities, it is positive about addressing these issues and confident that 
it can attract new support and volunteers to augment the small core team. 
 
It is important for the team to also bear in mind that the church hall is very successfully 
providing a reasonably priced venue for meetings and activities; indeed there is a waiting list 
of groups wanting to use it.  There are also a private hall and a guides’ hall nearby.  The 
reordered church needs to offer spaces and facilities that will complement not compete with 
these.  The team has already identified that the church is the best placed to become a venue 
for music and performance; it could also readily accommodate exhibitions and displays 
alongside worship and other activities.  
 
4.3 Visitors 

As noted earlier, the number of visitors to the church is very modest but anecdotal evidence 
suggests that those who do come are most interested in the age of the church, its 
architecture and atmosphere, and appreciate the peace and quiet of the churchyard.  The 
popularity of the occasional choral events also suggests that people value the music and 
quality of the acoustics.  
 
The church is of great age, has a long and rich history and is architecturally unusual.  It is 
also attractively set in the leafy graveyard beside the village green.  Significantly, it is just a 
couple of minutes off the busy A19 and is on a local bus route.  Its ease of access and 
interesting heritage suggest it could easily attract more local people and visitors but, as 
noted above, it is easy to miss, is not often open and has a limited heritage offer to date.  
These are opportunities on which to build. 
 
4.4 Volunteers 

The dedicated and loyal core church team offers a range of very useful skills, not least their 
knowledge of and enthusiasm for the church and commitment to developing and sharing its 
mission, special qualities and stories.   
 
The good news is that the team is confident that it can attract support and new volunteers, 
and that there is momentum for new facilities and activities that will draw people in.  This is 
great to hear, given that the church has been struggling to find stewards to keep the 
building open in recent years.  Developing a more formalised approach to attracting and 
training volunteers alongside new opening times and better publicity and welcome should 
help. 
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4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the Billingham 
community and context, and the team’s successes to date, the suggested target audiences 
for heritage engagement in the short to medium term are: 
 

 Local people interested in using and developing their skills, by developing 
and promoting broader opportunities to get involved and by delivering projects that 
develop new skills for all ages 

 Local people and visitors interested in history, including special interest groups 
and general interest visitors to the area; the heritage aspects in particular may also 
be a useful tool for engaging with local older people through activities at the 
church and in its outreach work  

 Local families and young people, through greater engagement with schools and 
by offering family-friendly activities and creative opportunities 

 
 

5 Heritage engagement opportunities 

5.1 Review of aspirations 

The team has identified a number of potential opportunities for encouraging more users and 
attracting new volunteers, including: 
 

 A new leaflet about the church  
 An activity sheet for children 
 A more organised approach to guiding people around the church 
 Working with others as part of a group of promoted churches 
 Telling the story of the church and potentially the wider town story  
 Developing resources for schools 
 Facilitating temporary exhibitions 
 Heritage information on line 

 
5.2 Key recommendations 

It is strongly recommended that, although the church team is struggling with their limited 
facilities, they should not be tempted to put everything on hold until these issues are 
resolved.  This is an ideal time to undertake some modest, quick win activities that will help 
give the team a boost and make others aware that change is afoot.  These can also be used 
to test the impact and efficacy of different actions on target audiences and assess likely 
demand for other projects and activities. 
 
In the first instance, it is recommended to have a big tidy up: to be bold and remove old and 
out of date material, take away surplus items and find storage offsite for anything that is not 
regularly needed.  This will immediately start to create a feeling of space and, indeed, new 
spaces may be created for some activities (not least at the rear of the north aisle where 
things are stored rather intrusively behind a screen).  The team should be aiming throughout 
for quality over quantity, which may require being quite ruthless but it will bring benefits! 
 
Taking small and achievable steps will help raise the profile of the church and its activities 
and events, demonstrate to local people and visitors that things are changing and hopefully 
stimulate new interest in getting involved with the life of the church (whether as a 
worshipper, visitor, participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable 
feedback to inform likely demand for new facilities. 
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5.3 Opportunities for engaging with the church’s heritage 

These opportunities build upon existing successes and new ideas identified by the church 
team and during discussion with the Inspired Futures consultants.  The short term proposals 
here are a suggested list from which the team can cherry-pick, in order to test different 
approaches to engagement with the church mission, building and heritage.  Inviting 
comment and feedback at every stage, and evaluating each project against clear targets, will 
provide robust guidance on how best to target effort, resources and funds in the future. 
 
The short term activities recommended here are designed to raise the profile of the church 
and test sample events.  It is hoped that this will encourage new volunteers who might help 
steward the church (with the aim of developing a regular programme of opening outside 
services) as well as potentially attracting other folk who would be interested in taking on the 
development and delivery of some of these new activities in the medium and longer term. 
 
The medium and longer term projects suggested here will be dependent upon the successes 
or otherwise in the short term, and the team should remain open to developing and adapting 
its vision to respond to findings and feedback.  All these elements are suggestions only and 
should be explored and reviewed at each stage within the parameters of the church mission, 
other projects and activities and the overall vision for the site. 
 
 
Suggestions for short term / quick win actions and activities: 
 
The team has already established that providing refreshments at any activity or event at 
the church increases its appeal, particularly amongst local people.  It is therefore 
recommended that they continue to offer this, wherever possible, as an incentive. 
 
 A heritage activity and interpretation plan – while the church team’s main priority 

is restoring the church building, there is a range of opportunities for complementing this 
work, encouraging support and engaging more and different users through the church’s 
rich heritage and potential partnerships.  It is therefore strongly recommended that the 
team prepares a robust plan for activities and interpretation to identify appropriate 
heritage projects, phase the work and plot the necessary aims, actions and outcomes. 

 
 Community consultation – provision for community activities in the area is good so 

the church team needs a greater understanding of what gaps there are in community 
provision that the church can meet and what visitors and other users would like to see 
on site, so simple and cost-effective ways are needed to gather comments, suggestions 
and feedback.  Active engagement with the community and visitors on what people like, 
dislike and would like to see in future brings considerable benefits in identifying priorities, 
testing activities and directing future resources and effort and will always be welcomed 
by funders.  Opportunities include: 

 
 Developing a simple online questionnaire that asks how people use the church and 

environs currently and invites feedback on various potential future activities and 
events; this could be circulated widely and well promoted, perhaps with an incentive 
to take part, such as a prize draw (sites such as Surveymonkey are easy to use and 
offer up to ten questions for free) 

 A small display of ideas and opportunities in the church, with an invitation to leave 
comments and vote on preferred ideas 
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 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the church 
(and at other locations like the nearby hall), ideally when people are gathering 
anyway; feature some archive material and things to look at and do, for participants 
to browse through, and a simple display of proposals to discuss and invite comments 
on 

 Encourage feedback and support during and after all activities in the church; provide 
very short questionnaires for people to complete before they leave (give out cards 
and pencils at the end) 

 Continue to talk to other organisations, schools, special interest groups and other 
potential partners in the area to tell them what you’re planning and invite their input 
on needs and expectations; garner their support and respond to their suggestions 

 
 Welcome, we’re open – volunteer stewards have been disheartened in the past when 

the church is open but few visit.  This is probably largely due to the fact that people 
don’t realise it is open.  The opportunity therefore exists to display ‘welcome, we are 
open’ signage, such as banners or A-boards at the lych gate and at the church door, 
making clear that the church is open.  A longer term aspiration might be brown signage 
from the main road to encourage spontaneous visits to this attractive historic church and 
grounds. 

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Encouragement to enter – the team could consider adding interpretation within the 

lych gate, providing a taste of the church’s rich history and the active worship and other 
activities that go on here.  While this could be, for example, a colourful printed banner in 
the shorter term, it is strongly recommended that a long term solution is a good quality, 
well designed external graphic panel, robust enough to withstand the weather and 
accidental or deliberate damage, and that will convey a sense of quality that should 
continue throughout the visit.  It is recommended that the team links this project with 
any new display material for the church and works with an experienced interpretive 
design team to design and implement the scheme.  

 
 It is also strongly recommended that the team considers offering free / donation 

refreshments and some comfortable seats for anyone calling into the church, from 
those seeking shelter, a quiet space for reflection or time to wrestle with a personal 
issue, along with practical information and interpretation to add value to their visit.  
While the team feels their facilities are limited currently, providing a kettle, bottled water, 
disposable cups and drink sachets in the nave could make people feel very welcome and 
encourage visitors to linger longer even in the short term. 

 
 Develop the team parish website – the church is part of the Billingham Team Parish 

website but, as the team already recognises, this doesn’t include much detail specifically 
about St Cuthbert’s nor share its considerable heritage significance and stories.  If the 
team feels it doesn’t have the resources to develop new web content it is strongly 
recommended that a search goes out to find some volunteers who would be able to 
develop new content, including access to history, heritage and associated archives, and 
links to project partners.  This material should be lively, engaging, informative and – 
importantly – kept up to date.   
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 Restoration diary / blog – to enhance the church’s on-line presence, explore whether 
a small team can also be put together to continue recording the restoration work in the 
church, with the aim of keeping a diary of the work as part of the heritage record and 
with the potential to produce a regular blog to tell people about the work being done on 
site; this could be done via the parish website or on Facebook or similar; this has 
benefits for profile-raising, skills development and to attract repeat visits 

 
 Review of printed material – there is a number of booklets available in the church, 

including a comprehensive workbook for children.  While these are a useful resource they 
are all are now many years old; the redevelopment of the church should be regarded as 
an opportunity to review and refresh the interpretive material in line with other new 
facilities and features.  Again, it is strongly recommended that interpretive design advice 
be sought during the development of the printed material; a ‘family’ of well-designed 
leaflets should be developed and their style and design should complement any other 
new interpretation introduced in the church. 

 
 An engaging church leaflet – the team’s priority is recommended as a new church 

leaflet that will enable visitors to take a self-guided tour.  It should be a clear, simple 
guide to the highlights inside and out, using friendly and accessible language and ideally 
providing an easy-to-use plan or other device for leading visitors to the key features it 
describes. 

 
 Children’s discovery trail – the team might also consider developing a new activity 

leaflet for younger visitors, to include the church and churchyard, with seasonal 
highlights and wildlife to look out for in addition to heritage treasures and key stories.  
This leaflet should be developed in consultation with local families and schools and a 
draft leaflet should be given to some local children to test out before committing to a 
final print run.  If successful, the team might wish to work in partnership with local 
schools to develop education resources for the church that will meet the schools’ 
particular needs and increase its appeal as a destination for groups. 

 
 New volunteer stewards might also be attracted by opportunities for relevant training, 

such as welcome host, tour guiding and archive research; the team should promote the 
skills development and social aspects of being part of the volunteer team.  The team 
might consider exploring partnership opportunities with Billingham Community Trust to 
explore youth work and volunteering opportunities.  

 
 Guided tours are offered on an ad hoc basis at the church but there is an opportunity 

to provide these on a more regular basis and/or for schools and other special interest 
groups.  If so, the team should work hard to promote this offer, using all available 
networks and in consultation with local schools and other groups.  Alongside this, the 
team should consider developing a guides’ manual that provides the facts, figures and 
stories that the guides should base their tours upon, keep this up-to-date and make it 
easily available (develop as a PDF, for example, so it can be updated and circulated 
easily) 
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Suggestions for longer term actions and activities: 
 
The following projects are likely to be interlinked, enabling the church to be part of a 
community history project and be able to showcase its own story and the local heritage.  It 
is also hoped that new and different volunteers would be inspired to take part and that 
sharing and developing new skills would be at the heart of this work. 
 
It is therefore recommended that the church consider drawing in specialist skills to help lead 
and develop the projects, and that the team looks for someone with experience of working 
with community groups and specialises in developing heritage-related skills and initiatives 
 
 Engaging the community with conservation – there is a great opportunity to 

engage members of the community with the heritage of the church by offering 
opportunities to learn and develop new skills.  Excellent opportunities exist to incorporate 
conservation skills training into the conservation work and to showcase the craft 
skills on site through open days, workshops and talks as the work progresses.  The 
restoration blog proposed above also offers opportunities for developing writing, 
photographic and computer skills; this might have particular appeal to some younger 
members of the community. 

 
 A community heritage project and skills training – a further opportunity to develop 

new skills while celebrating local heritage could be a photographic project.  This could 
begin with photography and digital archiving workshops for community members and/or 
by working with photography students at a local school or college, with the ultimate aim 
of creating a new photographic archive for the church.   

 
In the first instance, this could be a project to capture views from the tower today to 
contrast with historic images of the view and recording changes to Billingham over time; 
alternatively the aim might be to photograph all the gravestones and gather archives 
relating to the burials alongside perhaps recording the changing seasons and wildlife in 
the churchyard.  All this material can then be made available on line via the heritage 
pages of the parish website and as a temporary exhibition in the church (and/or other 
venues locally). 

 
 Cataloguing the archives – if this initial heritage archiving project is a success, there 

is the opportunity to extend the remit and invite others to be part of the process by 
aiming to catalogue the historic church archives and make the material available on 
line.  Again community skills training would be at the heart of the project, to include 
digitising, scanning, researching, gathering oral history and creating temporary 
exhibitions.  In the longer term, there is the option to creating reminiscence / 
resource boxes that feature images and objects relating to the church and area’s 
heritage; these can be used for e.g. special needs groups, formal and informal learning 
and engaging older people both in church and as outreach. 

 
 Making links – the church team might consider a longer term project to work in 

partnership with other churches and historic sites in the area to develop ‘time traveller’s 
trails’, a series of explorer routes that begin at St Cuthbert’s and link different heritage 
highlights associated with its long and varied history.  These could be based on different 
themes e.g. a Saxon trail; Christian heritage; the area’s industrial heritage.  These could 
be promoted as enjoyable excursions for visitors of different ages, interests and abilities.   
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 The story of St Cuthbert’s  – the team has already identified a desire to tell the story 
of the church on site and, in the absence of a local museum or heritage centre, there is 
the potential to tell a broader story of the history, heritage and community of Billingham 
here too.   

 
The side aisles have been identified as the most obvious locations for exhibitions, 
perhaps with one aisle celebrating the church and the other the town.  In order to retain 
absolute flexibility for these spaces, it is strongly recommended that high quality 
attractive display units are created that can be easily moved.  These could be a mix of 
vertical display walls and interpretive box units on wheels that can be moved into the 
space and opened up and/or stored closed to use as tables / work surfaces.  Another 
option would be a series of smaller interpretive display features that are located around 
the church at points of interest e.g. robust freestanding lectern-style panels that can be 
moved or stored when not required.   
 
As before, it is recommended that the team focuses on quality over quantity, and works 
with a suitable exhibition design company to create attractive new features that will 
engage users, complement the historic fabric and provide optimum flexibility. 

 
 Temporary exhibition resources – it is also recommended that the team include 

temporary exhibition resources within their exhibition development project, e.g. 
moveable display units and graphic templates.  This will make it easy for the church 
team to generate and display high quality themed displays and/or facilitate displaying 
material provided by other groups.   

 
 Church guidebook – consider, in the longer term, developing an attractive souvenir 

booklet.  This could focus primarily on the church’s story, its long history and distinctive 
design features, as well as sharing the stories of the local heritage and community past 
and present.  Again, ensure the guide is friendly, accessible and easy-to-use.  
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


