Report concerning the sale of the Marshall Rooms
and Closure of the Marshall Trust to facilitate the re-
ordering of St James-the-Less Church, Iron Acton.

Forward

The parish Church of St James the Less Iron Acton has served the village community for over
600 years. During this time, it has been remodelled at various intervals according to the
needs of the parish, and the prevailing theological thought influencing its incumbents,
including at the Reformation and during the spread of the ritualist movement within Anglo-
Catholicism.

Since 2016, the parish has been beneficed with the ecclesiastical parishes of Frampton
Cotterell, Winterbourne, and Winterbourne Down, known as the Fromeside Benefice of
Churches. In early 2023, the benefice was dissolved and, with the addition of Coalpit Heath,
was beneficed as the New Fromeside Benefice of Churches, but remains known as ‘The
Fromeside Benefice’. The rector of the Benefice is the Reverend Malcolm Strange (known as
Fr Malcolm).

In 2019, the Parochial Church Council (PCC) of St James the Less publicly announced its
intention to once again remodel aspects of the church, to allow for the provision of toilet
facilities, a multipurpose meeting/quiet room and vestry, hospitality facilities, and flexible
space for use by the community including an area dedicated to education. A public event
was held at the time to offer members of the local community the opportunity to see the
plans drawn up by the architect. At that time, the estimated costs for the project were in the
region of £300,000.

In 2022, following the global pandemic of SARS-Cov-2, the Curate with pastoral and
missional for St James the Less, The Reverend Benjamin Thompson (known as Fr Ben), under
the direction of the Rector, was directed to restart work towards achieving the re-ordering of
St James-the-Less, in partnership with a team known as the ‘Redevelopment Group’,
members of both the Church and the local community empowered by the PCC to achieve its
objective. Members of the Re-development Group were immediately concerned that the
costs of the re-ordering had risen significantly, and unofficial conversations with architects
led to the suggestion that costs would have doubled.

In July 2022, the Church of England’s General Synod confirmed targets for all parts of the
institution to reduce their carbon emissions to ‘net zero’ by 2030. In real terms, this means
parish churches reducing their carbon dependency (both onsite and through travel) by 90%
of their current rates. This has a significant impact on parish churches like St James-the-Less
who are currently dependent on oil-fired boilers to heat their buildings. The PCC and
Redevelopment Group have both agreed that the removal of the oil-fired boiler and the
development of a new heating system need to be included in any re-ordering plans.



1 Areas for consideration

1.1 Background

The Marshall Rooms are the property of the charity called The Marshall Trust. As of a
scheme of 2022, the Marshall Trust comprises the PCC as the Managing Trustee, and the
Diocese of Bristol’s Diocesan Board of Finance (DBF) as the Custodian Trustee. In early 2023,
Fr Ben met with the Archdeacon of Malmsbury, the Venerable Christopher Bryan, to discuss
the proposed plans for the church and the sale of the Marshall Rooms.

The Marshall Rooms lie to the south of Church House and Church Cottage. These properties
were originally part of the parcel of land placed in trust by Harriet Marshall in 1892 for the
benefit of the Rector and the parish church. Church Cottage was sold in the 1950s, and
Church House in the early 1990s.

The Marshall Rooms itself was built in 1993 to provide meeting space. Despite assurances to
the neighbours at that time, they were in regular use for toddler groups and private hire by
the year 2000. In 2002, the objects of the Marshall Trust were formally changed to say:

The object of the charity is to further the religious and other charitable work of the
Church of England in the parish by the provision of a parish room.

The Marshall Rooms is significantly smaller and less equipped than the Parish Hall, which is
not the property of the PCC or any ecclesial body. This makes it less attractive as a gathering
space in the village. Consequently, The Marshall Rooms are currently a loss-making asset for
the PCC, with an annual deficit of c.£2000 pa.

1.2 Proposed Sale

The sale of the Marshall Rooms would include all land indicated in planning documents
submitted before their construction in 1993 and would be accompanied by planning
permission for the creation of a modest three-bedroom dwelling. This includes the hatched
paving to the East and North of the property, and the grass area up to the boundary walls to
the North and the West. This would not include the ‘Garden of Remembrance’ to the west of
the property, as this land was sold by the Marshall Trust to the Rector and DBF in 1992 for
consecration and use for the disposal of remains.

The sale is being managed by Mr Ryan Butterworth of Stone King Solicitors.

1.3 The closure of the Marshall Trust

As of 2022, the Marshall Trust’s only object is tied to the Marshall Rooms. As there is no plan
to replace the Marshall Rooms, and as the funds are intended to make the historic church
building a community asset for events and gatherings in addition to divine worship, the PCC
believes that the liquidation of the Trust and investment of its assets would both simplify the



management Church assets and is in harmony both with the current charitable objects and
the original objects established in 1892.

The closure of the Marshall Trust, and applications to the Charity Commission, are being
managed by Ms. Frances Godden of Stone King Solicitors.

1.4 Community engagement and response

Parish files indicate the Marshall Trust went through a mildly fractious period of relations
with neighbours who share an access lane to the Marshall Rooms in the years following their
completion. The PCC and Redevelopment Group are of one mind that this should be avoided
as far as is reasonably possible. To this end, an informal consultation with the property’s
immediate neighbours has been conducted along with a formal consultation targeted at all
areas of the ecclesiastical parish.

On the 30" of August 2023, the Redevelopment Group met with the immediate neighbours
in the Lamb Inn, Iron Acton, advised them of their intentions and asked for any feedback
that should be considered for the architects engaged to create plans and steer them through
a planning application process (Verity & Beverley Ltd). On the 29t" of November, a smaller
group met again with the Neighbours in the Lamb Inn with the initial plans. Concerns and
compromises were discussed and by the end of the meeting it was clear that, with only a
small number of changes, the neighbours would have no further objections to the plans.
These include the removal of Velux Windows on the North Elevation, the removal of Parking
Space 3, and the moving west of both Parking Spaces 1 and 2 to allow space for vehicle
manoeuvres in the access lane.

A formal public consultation, endorsed by the PCC, was launched on the 1%t of November
2023 and ran to the following 17t of December. Respondents were allowed to submit their
comments or concerns by post or by email, using an address created for the purpose. Whilst
some informal conversations with clergy were raised by members of the community
concerned that the church was being closed, the consultation itself received only six
responses. One of these was concerned that the adjacent memorial garden might be sold
but had no objection to the closure and sale of the building. One stated they had no formal
objection, except they felt it was a shame to lose a community asset. Two were opposed to
the whole project, including the church re-ordering beyond repairs, but felt if it was
necessary than should be done with the work on the church first before any decisions being
made about the Marshall Rooms. Two were strongly in favour of the proposals, one stating
their objection to the building of the Rooms thirty years ago and feeling their concerns then
have been vindicated over the years.

The two responses in opposition have the following concerns:

- The Marshall Rooms is a community asset.
o We believe that this is a false perception. In the previous 18 months, the
building has been used to host one poorly attended community event. The
larger, better kept, and more flexible Parish Hall, owned by the community,



provides excellent indoor and outdoor community space, including catering
and bar facilities and a car park. The Marshall Rooms offers none of these.
- The property might be increasing in value in a way that outweighs the annual £2000
deficit the Marshall rooms bring to parish accounts.

o We contend this is based on an assumption rooted in the value of residential
property prices in the village. We already know from the chartered surveyor
that it is worth significantly less as a ‘meeting room’ than it would be with
planning permission. Otherwise, no one can be sure about its change in value
year on year.

- The development of the property into a house will cause significant disruption to the
quality of life for the neighbours, especially with regard to access and parking.

o We have met on several occasions with the neighbours to seek to submit
plans for approval which would minimise their disruption. If the rooms were
to become used more regularly as a ‘community asset’, we contend this
would have even more of a detrimental impact on access and parking for the
property’s neighbours.

- The Marshall Rooms is only a loss-making asset because it is not professionally
managed.

o We do not have the resources, financial or human, to do more to advertise
the Marshall Rooms for hire or manage an increase in bookings.

- Thisis funding a project which the village has not been consulted on

o We first held a public consultation on the re-ordering of St James-the-less in
20109.

o The plans for the reordering have previously been on public display in the
church and residents invited to come and view them.

o The team planning the re-ordering has an equal number of local residents
with loose connections to the church as church officers.

o There will be further consultations as we move forward, but to do that we
need to have the finances in place to do so, which means we are unable to
hold any further consultation until after any possible sale of the Marshall
Rooms is complete.

A short response document, ‘Your Questions Answered’, has been published on the Benefice
Website and publicised through local social media groups. The text of this can be found in
Appendix 4 of this report.

2. Plans and reports
An initial building survey for the Marshall Rooms was created by Verity and Beverly LTD, who
then created the first and second rounds of plans, the latter of these being ready to submit

for planning permission when the PCC agrees the time is right.

Richard Newsome FRICS, a charity commission registered charter surveyor, has completed
the disposal report, which is attached to this report as an appendix.



2. Next steps

Subject to planning permission and DBF agreement, we hope to make a sale during Q2 or
early Q3 of 2024.

Concurrently, we will be exploring other grants available to the Church to establish whether
the reordering scheme will take everything we hope for into consideration, or if savings will
need to be made.

The PCC recognises that this project is larger than making the church building more
accessible and flexible. In the words of one PCC member: “We all need to understand, that
for this programme to be successful, we must achieve community engagement and
stewardship outcomes as well as the physical reconfiguration. This is NOT, in my opinion
solely a building project. Yes, we should aspire to make our mark on the building but more
importantly, the building must make its mark in and upon our community.”
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Appendix 3: Disposition Report



Appendix 4: Consultation Response

Public Consultation regarding the sale of The Marshall
Rooms: Your Questions Answered

Forward by The Reverend Benjamin Thompson BA (Oxon), MA.

| am extremely grateful to all who contributed feedback to the Public Consultation
concerning the proposed sale of the Marshall Rooms. It has been useful to receive
feedback from people who represent a range of views, with about a third of
respondents being strongly in favour of the proposed sale, a third supportive of the
sale but with some significant concerns, and a third opposed to the sale altogether.

The consultation responses have often contained important questions, and
occasionally have made suggestions which might work in commercial contexts but
don’t match the reality of working within the limitations of both charity and
ecclesiastical law. Most of what follows are the questions that have been asked, but |
have taken the liberty of reframing some suggestions and comments as questions to
try and provide consistency and clear responses.

Whilst | have shared these responses with members of the St James-the-less
redevelopment group (a group empowered by the Parochial Church Council to
oversee the whole project of redeveloping St James’ Church, made up of Church
Officers and other members of the local community), these responses are mine. They
may not necessarily reflect the view of the ‘Church’, either those responsible for St
James, or wider Church structures.

| hope these responses to the questions raised in the public consultation are helpful
and provide insight into how the redevelopment group and PCC, almost all residents
in the parish except me, have reached this point in their decision-making to
safeguard the future of the Parish Church.

Every Blessing,

Fr Ben Thompson

Fr Ben is the Priest with Pastoral and Missional Responsibility for the parish of Iron Acton
within the Fromeside Benefice of Churches, where he is licensed as an Assistant Curate.



Section 1: The Marshall Rooms
Would the sale of the Marshall Rooms mean the village will lose a community asset?

The Marshall Rooms have become seen as a community asset (if a dormant one)
over the last twenty-five years by many. However, they were not built for this
purpose: they were built as meeting space when meeting rooms in a previously
owned church property were sold and the then Rector was threatened with holding
meetings in his home.

Assurances were given by the Marshall Trust to the then-neighbours that the rooms
would not be used for toddler groups, parties, fundraising events, or other similar
usage, but within five years necessity forced this change of use. Complaints were
made, but the original assurances had been made in a non-legally binding way.

It is my personal belief, both as a priest with responsibility for the village and as a
member of the extended Iron Acton community as a parent linked to the village
school, that whilst the sale of the Marshall Rooms would be the loss of a potential
asset to the village, the reinforcement of the church as a community asset would
ultimately lead to a better outcome for the whole community.

Could the management of the Marshall Rooms be professionalised to make it a profit-
making asset in order to raise funds for church work whilst maintain the building?

There are churches in the Diocese with very large buildings and resources who are
able to employ staff members who are responsible for promoting and managing their
buildings as profit-making assets to further support the work of the church in
question. As our parish income is less than £30,000 annually, and often finely
balanced with expenditure, the professional management of the Marshall Rooms is
not a viable option for St James-the-Less.

What’s more, whilst the building is well-maintained and in good condition, the
Marshall Rooms are not an attractive facility themselves because of the limited
access. There is currently no parking except for an accessibility spot. Local
convention (although, according to our records, never legally codified) is that access
to them should be through the poorly lit churchyard, with multiple steps and other
trip hazards. As a result, the Rooms cannot compete as a function space with the
Parish Hall, or the public houses within the village.

How will this affect the memorial Garden in the Churchyard?



The churchyard memorial garden is consecrated land which belongs the to Rector of
the Parish along with the Diocesan Board of Finance. As such, it would not be sold as
part of the land attached to the Marshall Rooms.

We have been advised to make sealing the wall between the two patches of land a
condition of sale.

Will this create a disproportionately negative impact on local residents?

One of my biggest concerns, and | believe of those who are working on this project
with me, is seeking to minimize the impact on the quality of life of those who live in
the immediate vicinity of the Marshall Rooms. Looking through the archives, it would
appear that the Church has locally not always given full due consideration to this,
and whilst | won’t claim we are now perfect when it comes to caring about those
being impacted, | do hope we have done a better job so far than might have been the
case in a different context.

Members of the redevelopment group met with the neighbours of the Marshall
Rooms a few months ago to notify them of our intention to sell the Marshall Rooms
with planning permission. On that occasion, we set out the reasons why, including
the vision for the Church re-ordering, and invited them to share their views and
concerns to feed into the planning process.

Several months later, a smaller number of the redevelopment group met with the
neighbours with the draft plans to be sold with the Marshall Rooms. There were
several significant concerns with the plans and how they might impact their quality
of life, and we spent an evening discussing how these might be addressed. That
meeting ended with an agreement on adjustments to the plans, which were fed back
to the Architect who made all the requested adjustments except one due to the
requirements of planning law. | then spoke to the affected neighbours and was able
to work with them to find a way forward which allowed them to maintain their
quality of life in the way they have been able to do until now.

If we were not to sell the Marshall Rooms, the choice the PCC as managing trustee of
the Marshall Trust would be faced with would be to either mothball the building
without ongoing maintenance, potentially leading to dereliction, or to significantly
increase the use of the hall, leading to a significant increase in strangers accessing
the hall via the lane due to accessibility requirements.

We believe that a sale with Planning permission for plans made in consultation with
the neighbours is the way forward which has the least impact on the site’s
neighbours.

Would the proceeds of the sale of the Marshall Room really all go into the redevelopment
work?



Yes. One of our early concerns about proceeding on this path was that the Diocese of
Bristol’s Finance Board (DBF, the Custodian Trustee of the Marshall Trust) would
demand some or all of the money from the sale of the property. | met early in 2023
with the Archdeacon of Malmsbury, a senior member of the DBF, and received
assurances that any capital from the sale of the property would not be requested by
the diocese but would be held by the PCC on behalf of the parish.

The nature of the Scheme which governs the Marshall Trust, and the process by
which it is intended the Trust will be closed, requires that any such money would
have to be spent on the redevelopment work.

What will happen to the Jubilee Time capsule placed in the grounds of the Marshall Rooms
in 2002?

We are currently in the process of identifying and contacting the Custodian Trustees
of the Golden Jubilee time capsule. When we have done this, we will work with them
to identify a suitable course of action for the future of the time capsule.



Section 2: The Parish Church
Why have costs for work on the Church increased so much?

The costs have increased for several significant reasons. One is the exponential
increase in the cost of materials over the past five years. This, itself, is in part for
another significant factor: the rise in inflation, and the impact this has had on the
price of labour.

The other increase in costs comes from the necessary change to the nature of the
project. Since 2019, the Church of England has committed to be Carbon Neutral by
2030, which we are required to work towards: any plans which fail to address this are
likely to be denied permission by the church authorities responsible for overseeing
the care of our historic buildings.

Furthermore, the Global Pandemic prevented issues with the building’s fabric, such
as masonry and tiling, from being repaired having been identified in the five-yearly
building inspection (called ‘The Quinquennial Inspection’). Not only are these
outstanding, but we have recently had another Quinquennial which has identified
further issues. If we want the Parish Church to be safe and accessible for years to
come, these issues need to be addressed. The most affordable way to do this is to
build them into the existing building scheme rather than tackle them independently.

Why have the plans for the church redevelopment not been more transparent?

Plans for the re-ordering of St James the Less were first announced in 2019 at a
meeting open to the public and attended by people from across the parish. The
Church Architect’s plans, which had been chosen over two other proposals by the
Parochial Church Council (PCC, primarily residents in the parish or members of the
church with historic links to the parish), were put on display on that occasion.

At this point, the plans themselves have not changed, although there is a recognition
that they will probably need some adjustment. This is because of the increase in
costs, the need to install a carbon-neutral heating system, and the wear and tear to
the fabric of the building which has become a priority for repair since 2019.

Whilst the church redevelopment group (a group of parish residents and myself

empowered by the PCC) and the PCC have yet to consider the choices in front of
them, we will inevitably want to share these plans once they have been agreed.

Details of how this will be done will follow once this is decided.

Is the church going to lose its character of reverence if it has modern facilities fitted?



| do not believe so. The modern facilities would be primarily at the back of the church
and fitted in a style which is in harmony with the existing architecture and furniture
within the church. The toilet facilities would occupy the space currently occupied by
the vestry, whilst the limited catering facilities will be encased in a way that they are
not visible when they are not being used.

| recently visited the parish of Sutton Benger in Wiltshire, where a similar
redevelopment plan has taken place inside the church with the installation of
facilities and a flexible education space. The vast majority of the pews and the
chancel remain unchanged. Given the number of hours | spend in historic church
buildings, | was caught by surprise when these things were pointed out to me, my
eye having been drawn to the historical and religious features when | walked through
the door. | believe this impact would remain the case for St James’ with the plans
being proposed.

Is it realistic to expect that selling the Marshall Rooms will lead to improved usage of the
Parish Church? Is this not a separate issue?

| believe that this is very much the case. | don’t believe, however, that this is simply
because the activities that take place, or have taken place in the Marshall Rooms
historically, will all happen within the church building when the space is
reconfigured. If | did, | think that | would be deluding myself. Whilst some activities
might transfer into a slightly reconfigured space in the south side of the church
building, some activities would be better suited to one of the many well-maintained
rooms in the Parish Hall.

Adaptations to the south side of the church building would open up greater
possibilities for the use of the building which builds upon the existing use of the
space. We are fortunate that, through the kindness of supportive neighbours, the
Church is open daily, with people visiting to research the history of the church and
parish, to spend some time in quiet reflection or prayer, and staff and children
coming from Iron Acton Primary School for learning through the use of the space and
for events. The proposed changes include space for the secure display of historical
artefacts, the potential for improvements in conserving historical monuments,
flexible space for both adult and child education activities, and small-scale catering
and accessible toilet facilities.

Combined with efficient heating, the proposed changes would offer the potential for
the church to provide an additional learning space for the school as and when
required; a community cafe and warm space hub; a destination for historians
concerned with the Poyntz family and Late-Medieval and Tudor Church architecture,
a venue for local history groups to meet in, or to visit if coming from further afield; a
flexible public art gallery; a large ‘games’ space; and so much more. Many of these
things are theoretically possible in the Marshall Rooms, but all of them are likely to



be significantly more attractive within the atmosphere and architecture of a
centuries old, well-cared-for parish church.

Can we not do village fundraising gradually over many years to help increase the church’s
relevance in people’s minds and keep all the buildings?

It would be wonderful for St James-the-less to be able to offer two well-resourced
buildings for the people of Iron Acton for many years to come. The financial and
demographic reality, however, prevents this from being a viable option; this scheme
plays into addressing a larger strategy issue for the Parish Church. The combination
of the age demographic of those who regularly contribute to the parish church,
financially and through their time, and a best-case scenario of inflation averaging out
at 2% over the coming decade means that, without a change in how the main church
building is used and supported or ending the annual multi-thousand financial drain
on resources the Marshall Rooms provides, the Parish Church risks total insolvency
within the next ten-fifteen years. This would probably lead to closure, and either the
sale of the church building for redevelopment as flats, or it falling into dereliction.



Section 3: The village community

Is it not better for the village cohesion if we maintain the current facilities in St James so
people band together to make things happen?

| don’t believe so, because there will still be plenty of opportunities for people to
help one another when the church hosts services and events. Whilst there might be
catering facilities, tables will always need putting up and folding down; mugs, plates
and glasses will always need putting out, collecting, and cleaning; cakes and biscuits
will always need baking or buying, and delivering. What the installation of facilities
would allow, however, would be the ability to do these things more safely; for there
to be adequate space for people to share in hot drinks and risk spilling them when
people try and pass in narrow aisles; for there to be open and visible space for
cleaning and preparation helping us to better safeguard children and vulnerable
adults. | would go as far as contending that we are fortunate that the present
situation does support village cohesion whilst the ongoing safety and safeguarding
risks could easily lead to a collapse in this cohesion.

Will this mean better support for the Parish hall and increased community cohesion?

| believe this will be the case. For several years, the Church has rented the Parish Hall
for events over using the Marshall Rooms due to their limitation. | would hope that
the removal of the Marshall Rooms as a potential ‘competitor’ in a limited market
would increase the volume of instances where the Church would seek or be open to
work in partnership with the Parish Hall. Similarly, | would hope that the Church
space would be more attractive to other local groups such as Acton Aid and the
school when they wish to use a space which offers calm, peace, or a sense of the
village’s history.



Section 4: The consultation process
Was the public consultation sufficiently publicised?

On the 1°* of November, 2023, notices regarding the consultation, setting out the
proposals and their context within the wider redevelopment scheme, were posted
on North Road, on the main road through Latteridge, and the Door of the Parish
Church. In addition, the same notice was published on the village website on the
same date (https://www.ironacton.info). This meant that notices were publicly
visible in the three main residential areas within the ecclesiastical parish of Iron
Acton, and accessible online.

The same notice was also published in the parish magazine, Local Poyntz. The
publication schedule of the magazine meant that this was not in each household
until early December but before the 17" of December closure of the consultation.

The process was announced in the Parish Church during the notices in the Parish
Communion on 5™ of November, and many of the following weeks with a final
reminder made on 10t of December. This means that the process received more
than the equivalent public notification than the reading of Banns of Marriage, which
occurs three times.

The inclusion of the relevant information on the notice has been criticized as having
made it too dense and insufficiently ‘eye-catching’. The font print size was size 12,
larger than most planning application notices. | would argue the inclusion of this
information made the majority of the responses received far more informed and
considered than might have been the case without sharing any rationale.

A strategic decision was made by the Rector of the Fromeside Benefice
(incorporating Iron Acton), The Reverend Malcolm Strange, the Churchwardens, and
myself that a notification would not be posted on social media. Whilst this might
have yielded more responses, this decision was made in the belief that comments
would be made on these posts rather than within the formal scope of the
consultation process and would therefore be lost and not recorded. Furthermore, we
hold a general position that social media is a useful tool for promoting events but is
damaging and divisive when used to discuss interests, concerns, and legal matters.

It is my belief that every appropriate avenue for publicising the process was pursued,
and with no dedicated staff member, lay or ordained, available for the parish of Iron
Acton, the publicity was proportionate to the resources available.
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