Peterborough DAC

Floors: levelling, altering and covering

Guidance note
DAC policy

Changes to floors in church buildings can be needed for a range of reasons; commonly PCCs want to make good areas of flooring that have become dangerous due to wear and tear.  Other parishes want to remove changes to levels for Health & Safety or access reasons.  The DAC usually visits churches where such work is being considered so that it can offer advice based on visitors’ reports of what the PCC wishes to achieve and what the scheme involves.

Please contact the DAC early on in your planning so that advice can be offered before expensive specifications have been drawn up or the PCC is utterly committed to a particular option.  The Committee is always happy to comment at a preliminary stage as well as when the PCC actually wishes to apply for a Faculty.  This is particularly important because works to floors give occasion for significant archaeological investigation and it is much easier (and often less expensive) to clarify whether this will be so at the outset.

Archaeology Advice

A PCC undertaking work in a church or churchyard is legally a “developer” and is required by law to be responsible for the costs of any archaeological work which may need to be done or observations which must be made before, during or after the works.  This is not an option for PCCs but an obligation in the same way that it would be for a commercial company developing land, laying services to an historic property or constructing a highway.

The DAC will offer the PCC clear advice, explanation of the situation and guidance on any given proposals.  It will advise on methods of minimising the archaeological impact of the PCC’s proposals and appropriate level of archaeological work needed.  It will also encourage the PCC to understand more about what it has inherited and share that information with the wider community in the most accessible way possible.

There is always a strong likelihood of foundations and/or burials under floors in church buildings but it is just as likely that the floor levels may have already been excavated out during earlier works e.g. the installation of the pews or a heating system. Assessment of the records, particularly of any restoration work undertaken, should be done at the outset.  

The archaeological significance of works to church floors is partly determined by the level of excavation required to install the proposed replacement floor. It is imperative that at the outset the project architect or surveyor ascertains the depth requirements of any new floor. Where such disturbance is only into the extant floor base then there should be little need for archaeological involvement, but it may be necessary to request a small test pit in the floor area (perhaps combined with architectural investigation) to confirm the presence or absence of archaeological remains.

Depending on the assessment of the potential impact of the proposals the DAC will advise the PCC whether it is likely to be required to fund a an archaeological investigation or employ an archaeologist to observe certain parts of the work.  If necessary the DAC will provide, at no charge to the PCC, a “Brief” summarising exactly what work is required so that the PCC can put the archaeological work out to tender and be confident both that only the necessary work will be done and that the price for the job is reasonable.  

What other issues are there?

1. Type of work

In historic buildings, the usual principles applied to any works are:

a. That they should retain as much historic fabric as possible

b. That where replacement is necessary it should be on a like-for-like basis

c. That works should, as far as possible, be reversible in that they could be “undone” without leaving detrimental scars on the building

These apply to works to floors as to anything else.  If the PCC is proposing repairs of existing floors then the presumption will be that the new work will use the same materials and methods as that which is being repaired/replaced.  In some cases improvements will be included, such as increased ventilation vents, and where this is the case it must be clearly justified in the specification.

If new work is planned, making changes to the floor level or finish, the PCC will need to explain why it needs to do this and has chosen to propose a different approach.

2. Heating

· Sometimes works to floors allow PCCs to re-think the provision for heating.  If the PCC is considering changes to the heating in the building anyway it makes sense to see whether works to the floor can include provision for this. 

· For instance, a like-for-like replacement of flooring could nevertheless include a cable conduit under the platform if the PCC is considering electrical heating to pews in the area when the floor is repaired.  On the other hand, if the area is to be an open space the PCC might want to use the opportunity of having the floor up to install under-floor heating.  

· A holistic approach may make the initial project cost more and cause frustrating delays but could, in the longer term, be preferable to limiting the PCC’s future options or having to take up a recently-completed floor in order to provide heating.

3. Other facilities

· If the PCC is considering the installation of a WC or utility area it makes sense to consider the works to the floor in relation to this.  A WC needs flat access, so the fact that the floor needs to be repaired might be the opportunity to address changes in level so that, when the PCC has funds for the WC installation, the level approach is already provided.

· The issues raised above regarding drainage routes, water supply and electrical routing also apply 

· The PCC may also be considering the provision of a sound system and audio loop; again, consider whether suitable conduit can be included in the floor project, if appropriate.

4. The existing surface

· What is the existing floor construction and surface?

· Is this finish of historic significance e.g. mediaeval slabs, or part of an overall interior design scheme e.g. Victorian tiles?

· If you are proposing to change it, why?

5. The proposed surface

· Is the proposed finish in sympathy with the rest of the building?  For instance, if you are replacing a pew platform with an open space will it be surfaced to match adjacent areas e.g. York flags or reclaimed quarries to match existing ones?

· Non-breathing surfaces, such as non-lime concrete or other modern flooring is not appropriate in a listed building.  

· If the PCC is intending to use carpet the surface underneath must, nevertheless be suitable for the building – carpet is a very temporary covering and the floor beneath must be made good using proper materials so that when the carpet is removed the floor itself nevertheless still looks good.

· If carpet is to be used then it, and the underlay, must be of natural fibres so that the floor beneath can breathe and damp is not encouraged.  It should not be fitted right to the edge of spaces or up tightly to walls and woodwork; a gap to allow moisture to evaporate should be provided.

Information that will be required for a Faculty application

· A Statement of Significance, giving an account of the historical development of the building. A guidance note and examples of PCC statements relating to other projects can be obtained from the DAC office.

· A Statement of Need, explaining why the PCC wishes to remove pews and/or the pew platform and what it seeks to achieve.

· A specification for the work to include:

· A plan of the church, preferably to scale, showing the extent and location of the proposed work.

· Photographs illustrating the situation (snapshots are enormously helpful)

· Information about the existing floor and its surface.

· Information about the amount of sub-soil to be removed to allow the reinstatement of the floor.  A cross-section drawing should be included.

· Information about the floor: how will it be constructed/ finished?

· If the floor/platform is to be covered with carpet, details of the covering and a sample of the intended carpet and underlay must be provided.  If it is to be tiled or stone flagged details of this should be provided.

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 or 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.

Related guidance notes available from the DAC office on request
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