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1 Introduction 

St Edmund’s Church stands in a prominent position in the centre of Sedgefield, an attractive 
and relatively prosperous market town (regarded and referred to locally as a village).  The 
parish of St Edmund was founded a thousand years ago, while the Grade I listed church 
dates primarily from the 13th century and has a conspicuous 15th century tower.  It stands in 
an attractive and leafy churchyard in the heart of the village. 
 
This historic church has a fairly small but loyal congregation and attracts larger numbers to 
its seasonal services and events.  There is a very active Friends’ Group who are successful 
fundraisers and strong links with the local history society.  The church also plays its part in a 
number of the village events and activities, including the springtime Medieval Fayre and 
annual Sedgefield Day. 
 
 
2 Current activities 

2.1 Worship 

St Edmund’s Church holds services every Sunday morning and evening, plus a Wednesday 
morning Eucharist, with an average attendance of about 80 people to Sunday services.  Its 
special and seasonal services are well attended, often attracting over a hundred people.  The 
carol service in the church during the council’s annual Snow Festival is particularly popular, 
and the church also hosts the local primary school’s seasonal services. 
  
The building’s ambience, setting and excellent acoustics make it a popular venue for 
weddings.  There is a baptism, wedding or funeral here most weeks. 
 
2.2 Community and other users 

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

 Sunday service children’s activities, which attract around 15 children  
 Weekly Young Mothers’ group meetings attracting about 25 
 Regular Mothers’ Union and Bereavement Group meetings, with about 20 attending 
 Monthly parish council meetings 
 Friends’ Group annual AGM (the Group has about 130 members, with about 25 

attending the AGM) 
 Occasional music recitals and concerts, organised by the Friends, which can attract 

over 100; Jazz & Strawberries is particularly popular 
 Flower festivals; the two most recent were particularly successful 
 Heritage Open Days, although numbers of very modest 

 
The church also hosts group visits, with around 150 children taking part in school visits and 
around 40 Scouts and Guides taking part in uniformed group visits. 
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The team also offers guided tours of the building and the tower1, and other activities, as part 
of events such as Heritage Open Day and during village events like the Medieval Fayre and 
also by arrangement for groups and individuals.  It is estimated that around 300 people take 
a tour during the course of the year.  Anecdotal evidence also suggests that 200 plus visitors 
sometimes come to the church during the Medieval Fayre day, particularly as it offers an 
appealing indoor experience if the weather is poor.  
 
2.3 Visitors 

It is not known how many visitors come to the church outside of services and events.  The 
church is open and stewarded every Monday, Tuesday and Friday and after the Wednesday 
morning service.  It was open more often in the past but the team struggles to find enough 
volunteers for stewarding duties.  
 
The church is host to several temporary exhibitions during the year, including art exhibitions 
and special occasions such as the World War I commemorations.  These are usually led by 
the church, Friends Group and local art group.  It is estimated that around 200 people come 
to these exhibitions per year.  
 
The team always puts out a small ‘church open’ sign at the door when the building is open to 
visitors, and uses banners out front for activities and events.  However, it is likely that the 
church is missing out on other visitors at other times because there are no welcome / open 
signs at the entrances into the churchyard.  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 open fairly regularly for people looking for a place for quiet 
prayer or contemplation, wanting to enjoy its history, following family links or researching 
their own history.  However, users may be unaware it is open until they reach the door, 
despite the church being easily visible and in a prominent location beside the market square/ 
village green.   
 
There is some parking in the square, when this is not being used for activities or events, and 
plenty elsewhere in the village.  From here, there is a wide, fairly level flagged path to the 
church door.  Once inside, there is a ramp down into the nave but the changing levels within 
the building make access for those with mobility difficulties rather challenging.  There is also 
an accessible toilet, although the team has had to create a rather awkward temporary 
ramping system to reach it, and an audio loop. 
 
3.2 Interpretation 

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

 A booklet guide of the church, highlighting its history and key features, which was 
produced in 2001 

                                           
1 Numbers for the tower tours are very limited due to the vulnerability of the historic fabric 
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 Two Sedgefield Heritage Trail leaflets, for adults and children; both are colourful 
and comprehensive, and feature the church and the broader story of the village.  A 
quiz sheet is also available locally to complement the children’s trail 

 Members of the team provide informal guided tours for visitors, special interest 
groups and schools on request; guided tours are also offered as part of bigger 
events, such as the Medieval Fayre tower tours 

 The church also hosts temporary exhibitions, many of which tell local stories or 
showcase local creative skills 

 Several websites provide information about the church for different users.  The 
Upper Skerne Parish has a website (http://www.upperskerne.org.uk/welcome.html) 
with useful general information, specific details on services and activities for each 
church and an up-to-date events page.  However, there is nothing about the history 
and heritage of St Edmund’s here and little specific to its own mission, activities and 
aspirations.  The church also makes good use of its listing on A Church Near You 
(http://www.achurchnearyou.com/st-edmunds-sedgefield/), with plenty of practical 
information (although nothing about history or heritage).  The Friends of St Edmunds 
also have a website (http://www.friendsofstedmunds.org/) , which explains their 
purpose and activities.  This has become seriously out of date however, looking both 
old-fashioned and referring to activities and events in 2009 and 20102   

 The parish also has a social media presence with a Facebook page, which is to be 
commended )https://www.facebook.com/The-Parish-of-the-Upper-Skerne-
375105275898424/).  Again, this is kept up to date with parish activities and events, 
and lots of great photos, but very little to reflect the individual character, community 
and heritage of each church  

 
3.3 Facilities 

Despite the team’s concerns about the limitations of their facilities for the congregation and 
other users, arguably the church offers all the basics to a reasonable level.  These include: 
 

 An enclosed meeting room with a kitchenette at the base of the tower, which was 
installed in the early 1990s 

 An accessible toilet in the north vestry 
 Heating, although the system is old, inefficient and expensive to run 
 Lighting, although this too needs updating and improving 
 Reasonable sized vestries 
 Parking in the market square and elsewhere nearby 

 
The church also has fixed pews and uneven floor levels, which limits access and flexibility for 
services, activities and events.  The organ is also in need of refurbishment.  
 
 
4 Current and potential users 

4.1 The congregation 

The church has a fairly stable attendance of about 80 to weekly services, with larger 
numbers for seasonal services, weddings, baptisms and funerals.  There is a good 
relationship with local schools and particularly Sedgefield Primary School, which uses the 
church for their seasonal services.   

                                           
2 It is worth pointing out that, by contrast, the Friends’ current membership leaflet is very attractive, 
well designed and of high quality 
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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. 
 
4.2 The community and other users 

Sedgefield is an attractive and relatively prosperous market town with around 5,000 
inhabitants.  Despite being home to several primary schools and a secondary community 
college, its population is ageing.  However, local investment and business development 
suggests that more working families are likely to be added to population soon. 
 
The village has a reasonable level of facilities, including a library and a wide range of sports 
facilities.  There is also a number of community halls offering space for activities and events, 
including the former rectory.  There is a very active local history society but no village 
museum or other heritage centre. 
 
The church has identified an opportunity to play a more active role in the community.  While 
it is already part of some key village events like the Medieval Fair, the team would like to do 
more.  While they are aware that they must not compete with other community venues, it is 
felt that the church’s acoustics make it a natural choice for more music events and 
performances.  With some reordering and enhanced access, it is also an obvious location for 
celebrating local history and heritage.  All these activities would help to engage more local 
people, and the team is keen in particular to attract more local families and children. 
 
4.3 Visitors 

Sedgefield is an attractive village with a number of notable historic buildings.  With its 
monthly farmers’ market, events days and nearby attractions, ranging from Hardwick Hall 
hotel and country park to Sedgefield race course, it is not surprising that the village is a 
popular destination for day trips and longer stays.   
 
However, the church doesn’t appear to be particularly on the visitor radar, despite being 
open fairly regularly and having stewards on site.  The numbers and nature of visitors to the 
church is uncertain beyond services and events, although feedback does suggest that the 
church draws people from near and far for a variety of reasons.  It appears they are 
particularly taken by the long history, peace and tranquillity of the building. 
 
It is clear that there is potential for St Edmund’s to do more to attract and engage visitors 
and to contribute to the overall heritage offer of the village.  The church could take a more 
active role in this wider visitor offer through careful and sensitive development, partnership 
working and effective promotion.  Opportunities include: 
 

 Working with the Friends group and local history society to make the church a focal 
point for the village and area’s heritage offer  

 Developing links with nearby Hardwick Hall and country park, particularly with regard 
to attracting and engaging families 

 Maintaining and developing the relationship with the Town Council, which has a 
community development officer 

 Developing links with other significant historic churches and other heritage sites in 
the region 

 Working together to put Sedgefield more firmly on the tourist map, particularly with 
cruise ship operators 
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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.  Practical skills such as marketing and research have 
proved invaluable to date.  There is also excellent support from the Friends and local 
heritage society. 
 
However, attracting new volunteers will be essential in order to develop the community and 
visitor offer and to ensure the current team’s workload does not become too great. 
  
4.5 Target audiences for heritage activity 

Based on this brief assessment of the mix of current audiences at the church, the Sedgefield 
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 families, by offering family-friendly activities and through greater 
engagement with schools and groups 

 Local people and visitors interested in history, including special interest groups 
and general interest visitors to the area  

 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 

 
 

5 Heritage engagement opportunities 

5.1 Review of aspirations 

The team is very keen to reorder and upgrade the church so that it can offer a more flexible 
and appealing space for worship, activities and events.  Making the church more physically 
accessible is key to this, as well as ensuring heating and lighting are improved.  The good 
news is that the church has funds in hand for the new floor and lighting, once a scheme has 
been approved. 
 
A key aspiration is also to develop the heritage offer for community and visitors of all ages.  
The team would like to offer the local history society a permanent exhibition space in the 
building, and to present its own heritage highlights and collection and tell its own stories 
more effectively.  However, the team is understandably reluctant to move forward with their 
heritage aspirations until it has a proper plan, additional resources and new facilities in place.  
 
5.2 Key recommendations 

It is strongly recommended that the church team harnesses the enthusiasm and momentum 
achieved to date, and does not become stalled by the need to enhance physical access in the 
church.  This is an ideal time to undertake some modest, quick win activities and to use 
these to test the impact and efficacy of different actions on target audiences and assess 
likely demand for other projects and activities. 
 
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 change is afoot and hopefully 
stimulate new interest in getting involved with the life of the church (whether as a 
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worshipper, visitor, participant or a volunteer).  Importantly it will also provide valuable 
feedback to inform likely demand for new facilities. 
 
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 – the church team’s main priority is 

reordering the building and updating resources to make it more effective as a worship 
and community space.  There is a range of opportunities for complementing this work 
and engaging more and different users through the church’s rich heritage and potential 
partnerships.  It is therefore recommended that the team prepares a robust plan for any 
activities and interpretation to identify appropriate heritage projects, phase the work and 
plot the necessary aims, actions and outcomes.  The aim would be to enhance the visitor 
offer to add value for the church as a heritage attraction in its own right and as a 
highlight during village-wide events and activities 

 
 Consultation – the team should consider more opportunities to consult with the 

congregation, community and visitors on what people like, dislike and would like to see 
in future.  More active engagement brings considerable benefits in 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 

associated facilities 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) 
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 A small display of ideas and opportunities in the church, with an invitation to leave 
comments and vote on preferred ideas 

 Some ‘Find out what we’re up to’ events, offering free refreshments, at the church 
and elsewhere locally e.g. in the Community Association hall, at the local library, 
ideally when people are gathering there anyway; take along 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 and events; provide 
very short questionnaires for people to complete before they leave (give out cards 
and pencils at the end); consider a supermarket style voting system to keep it even 
simpler (some Perspex or plastic boxes with simple options showing development 
options, different activities or asking simple questions, then give each person a token 
to vote with) 

 Talk to local schools, special interest groups and other potential partners to tell them 
what you’re planning and invite their input on needs and expectations; garner their 
support and respond to their suggestions 

 Hold one or two very well publicised drop-in events, targeting particular groups.  For 
example, hold a mums and toddlers’ coffee morning with refreshments, toys, games 
and storytelling or a Crafty Chat afternoon tea for adults with knitting, felting, 
quilting, photography or other hobby as a focal point; use this to find out whether 
the participants would be interested in making these a regular activity and if any of 
them would like to help organise and promote them; while the participants are there, 
invite their thoughts and input on other activities that would attract local people 

 
 Welcome, we’re open – the church is to be commended for the simple ‘church open’ 

sign that is put outside the porch whenever the church is open.  However, this is only 
visible once you are already on the path beside the church.  In order to let more people 
know that the church is open, the team should consider also putting out a ‘Church open, 
everyone welcome’ banner, A-frame, panel or other sign at each entrance into the 
churchyard, and particularly at the Lych Gate.  All signs and banners should be taken 
down again at the end of each period. 

 
While the team is still considering whether to introduce unmanned opening, it is strongly 
recommended that the ‘church open’ signage be put out whenever the church is 
unlocked, including when the flower arrangers or cleaners are inside, to optimise 
spontaneous visits 

 
 Special access days – special tours are already offered on occasion to the tower, and it 

is proposed that the team continues to offer these occasional tours, as appropriate, to 
parts of the church not normally accessible to visitors; promote these widely as a rare 
and exciting opportunity (which may attract new and different visitors)  

 
 
Suggestions for medium term actions and activities:  
 
 Developing on line resources – it is suggested that St Edmund’s aims to develop 

more on line resources relating to the church, community and setting, either as part of 
the current parish website or as a new site (with links to the former).  A new website 
offers opportunities for controlling content and adding and updating as required, which is 
particularly important if the church is about to become even more active and offer more 
events and activities as well as heritage resources.  Putting archive material and other 
heritage resources on line is recommended, and an attractive and engaging website will 
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help engage with remote users and encourage visits.  Ensure that the website offers links 
to other churches, organisations and resources locally and in the area, and encourage 
partners to reciprocate. 

 
It may be beneficial to look at sharing out the web and social media responsibilities with 
a wider working group; this may require delegating duties and/or attracting new 
volunteers to help keep these resources lively and engaging 

 
 Guided tours – the team offers guided tours currently on an ad hoc basis for schools, 

uniform groups and by special request.  A longer term aim may be to offer a more 
formal, regular tour programme, particularly if Sedgefield succeeds in raising its profile as 
a destination and features on e.g. cruise ship itineraries.  Tours should be developed in 
line with access and audience needs; encourage new tour guides and provide training 
and opportunities to take part in research (and promote skills development and social 
aspects of being part of the team); develop 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 easily available (develop as a PDF, for example, so it can be updated and 
circulated easily) 

 
 A community history project – working with the local history society and other 

interested partners, aim to create a catalogue of historic resources that tell the story of 
the church and community past and present, and to gather new objects, photos and 
stories, including new photographs of the village and its people today and oral history 
recordings, to create a shared community archive.   
 
The church could host training events as part of the project so that local people could 
learn new skills, such as creating archives, scanning historic documents, gathering oral 
history and photography, to help establish the archive and share it on line.  These 
resources could form the basis of temporary or permanent displays in the church and 
elsewhere in the community  

 
 Self-guiding tour leaflet – it is recommended that the team develops a leaflet guide 

to the church for those who want to explore under their own steam or when stewards 
are not available; a clear, simple guide to the highlights inside and out, using friendly 
and accessible language; independent of, but complementary to, the Sedgefield heritage 
trail leaflet.  Again this could be achieved by working with the local history society 

 
 Children’s discovery trail – to include the church and churchyard (promote wildlife 

watching alongside other heritage highlights); this should be engaging and include things 
to find and do; link to and/or complement the children’s heritage trail and quiz sheet for 
the wider village; develop a concept design and test it out on local and visiting children 
of different ages to ensure it inspires and engages them 

 
 
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. 
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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 
 
 New interpretation in the church – taking inspiration from the feedback on the 

projects delivered to date and resources gathered as part of the proposed community 
history project above, engage a suitable heritage specialist to help develop appropriate 
interpretation for the church, focusing on the story of the church and community; work 
with the local history society and any other interested members of the community to 
develop the content; focus on creating a scheme that provides optimum flexibility and 
complements active worship and ambience 

 
These displays should be designed to appeal to visitors of all ages and abilities and to 
incorporate interactive elements and temporary display material.  This might include a 
dedicated display area in the North Transept (assuming the pews can be moved from 
here) and/or a series of smaller interpretation features dotted around the building that 
can be moved / stored away as required.  It is also strongly recommended that any 
interpretation in the North Transept is designed to be moveable, so that this space can 
be used for other events and activities as required e.g. display boxes on wheels which, 
when closed, can be used stored away or used as moveable tables / work surfaces; 
when opened up, these incorporate colourful graphics, interactives, drawers and doors to 
explore.  These could be used to tell the story of the church for families in particular, and 
include objects to handle, things to read and simple games 

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

investing in temporary exhibition resources as well e.g. moveable display units and 
graphic templates, to make it easy to for the team to easily mount their own high quality 
exhibitions alongside the more permanent displays, and to accommodate exhibitions and 
displays by other groups, such as the history society and local arts groups, as part of a 
changing programme  

 
 Performance potential – local schools and drama groups may also be interested in 

writing and performing a community play in the church (or starting from the church as 
a ‘walking performance’) about the area’s rich heritage and changing community.  This 
could also draw in local craft groups and/or workshop sessions to make masks, 
costumes, paint a set etc.  The whole process could be recorded (e.g. diary, blog, 
recording, filming) by community members to create a further new resource and archive 

 
 Church guidebook – consider, in the longer term, reviewing the booklet guide to 

reflect changes to the site and new interpretation inside.  There is the potential to 
develop this further to include some interpretation of the wider village and to promote 
links and encourage exploration.  Again, ensure the guide is friendly, accessible and 
easy-to-use  

 
 Developing wider links – the team could also consider other opportunities to link with 

churches, historic buildings and other attractions in the region.  This could include other 
churches with Saxon and medieval origins, notable bell-towers and organs and/or 
notable stained glass (e.g. other Leonard Evetts sites). 
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Appendix – Supporting information and useful contacts 
(to follow) 
 


