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Handrails

Guidance note
DAC policy

The Committee seeks to encourage PCCs to make access to churches and churchyards as safe as possible.   Many churches are built at the top of a rise, resulting in steps in and around the churchyard, and most have steps up or down into the body of the church from the entrance where, over the centuries, the churchyard has built up around the main building.  Often a simple handrail can give confidence to people coming into the church and make movement around the building safer.

Handrails should be in good condition and made of materials that are in sympathy with other features such as gates, railings and notice boards.  Normally wood or wrought iron is most appropriate but each situation requires careful attention both in terms of construction, fixing and potential damage to historic fabric.  

Fixing handrails to historic stone or woodwork, moulded stone or carved wood should be avoided if possible.  Most rails can be secured in mortar joints or carefully placed floor sockets that minimise damage and mean that the rails could be removed in the future without leaving permanent major scars.

Generally speaking, circular metal tubing (often used outside public buildings or by Local Authorities) is not likely to be appropriate in the context of a church or churchyard.  

General points

The most common places for handrails to be fitted are:

External:

· On steps from the road/pavement into the churchyard

· To help people going up steep paths to the church entrance or to negotiate particularly difficult areas in the churchyard.

· On steps from the churchyard into the porch or church entrance

Internal:

· On steps from the church door into the body of the church

· At the chancel step to support people moving from the nave to the altar rail

· At the lectern at pulpit to help preachers/readers 

· In WC cubicles – these are required, as part of the Building Regulations, and advice on the specific types of handrail in WCs should be sought from the Local Authority Building Control Officer or your church architect/surveyor.

Points to consider before deciding on the location and type of handrails:

1. Has the PCC completed an access audit so that the fitting of handrails in a particular location is understood as part of a holistic appraisal of the church and churchyard?  

2. Have you sought advice about the correct height for the rails, the dimensions of the section people will actually hold and where it/they are to be positioned? e.g. consulted the CCC publication Widening the Eye, the local authority access officer and/or church architect/surveyor.

3. Have you ensured that the handrails will not obstruct access for some people e.g. those with visual disabilities, people pushing baby buggies or wheelchairs)?

4. Will a single rail be enough or does practicality/aesthetics require a pair?

5. Is a permanently fixed rail the best option or would demountable ones be preferable?  The latter are especially useful if the rails are needed at chancel steps since they can be put in place for services when people are moving from the nave to the chancel but removed to provide an uncluttered area for funerals, weddings, concerts and other events in the building where space rather than walking supports are required.

Information that will be required for a Faculty application

· A Statement of Need explaining why the PCC wishes to put handrails in particular locations, including responses to the questions above.  This is important because it explains what the PCC is seeking to achieve and, if the outline scheme is not acceptable will enable the DAC to advise the PCC about how the needs can be more appropriately met.

· A Statement of Significance, explaining the nature of the place where the rails are to be fitted e.g. on a 19th century doorjamb or 12th century stonework.  This is important as it helps the DAC to assess the impact of the proposals on the fabric of the building. 

· A plan of the churchyard  (or church for internal handrails) preferably to scale, showing the extent and location of the proposed work.

· Photographs illustrating the situation (snapshots are enormously helpful).

· Details of the methods to be used and drawings to show design and construction.  

· Details of whether the church architect has been involved in the project.

· Specification and/or estimate for the work.

Wider consultation

· It is possible that English Heritage or other bodies will need to be consulted about proposals.  If the DAC believes that this is the case the PCC will be advised early on in the consideration of the work.  The DAC will do its best to help the PCC to achieve good communication with whatever bodies have to be involved.  The consultation may only require correspondence but in some cases a site meeting will need to be convened.  Occasionally the DAC will not advise consultation at the outset but the Chancellor will require it when the faculty application is made, however such cases are very rare.

· If the specification has not been drawn up by the church architect/surveyor the DAC is likely to suggest that s/he should be consulted about the proposals and technical aspects of the project as well as those which might have a visual impact on the church.  The PCC may find it helpful to do this at the outset rather than after the DAC has discussed the proposals.
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