


WOODLAND PARISH COUNCIL 


Minutes of Public Consultation

to discuss the future of Woodland Cemetery Chapel

 held on  

Tuesday 14th April 2026
 
at 

 Woodland Village Hall 
 
 
 
Present 
 
Cllr Hall (Chair), Cllr Snowdon, Cllr Blackwood, Cllr Gardner, Cllr Abbott, Cllr Peckett, David Buckee (Parish Clerk) 
 
9 members of the public were present  

Apologies

Cllr Timms

Cllr Hall welcomed everyone to the meeting to discuss the future of the cemetery chapel. He started by saying that the Parish Council would listen to all the proposals, no decision would be made at the meeting, and all comments would then be discussed further.

He stated that the chapel is in a dilapidated state, and the Parish Council does not have the funds necessary to repair it. The major issues are the ridge tiles, chimney, and roof trusses which are causing the rear wall to lean.

Prior to the meeting, various comments and suggestions have been received, from which there appears to be two viable options. One is from Butterknowle Scout Group to be used for storage of equipment, and the other is to demolish it and create a garden of remembrance in its place. Both of these will require funding.

Cllr Gardner said that there is no longer the option to do nothing, as the building is becoming unsafe and the chimney is becoming unstable. A structural survey was undertaken a couple of years ago, and estimates obtained at the time to bring it up to standard ranged between £35k and £150k. The Parish Council precept is around £4k to cover amongst other things grass cutting, clerk salary, maintenance and repair of the playground, and whilst there has been an increase in the precept this year, projections are that there will be a shortfall of £1k between income and costs. This leaves the Parish Council unable to spend monies on the chapel without either grant funding, or through a major increase in the precept which she felt would be very unpopular.

Cllr Abbott said that in his experience it is highly unlikely that grant funding would be available to do the work necessary if the building did not have a use and would remain empty. Consequently, he felt that the options were either to obtain a grant to demolish the building and re-purpose the site in to a garden of remembrance, or to refurbish the building going forward for a use, and these options would stand a higher chance of being accepted for grant funding. The only proposed use that has come forward is from Butterknowle Scout Group.

Members present at the meeting from Butterknowle Sea Scout Group provided a brief summary of their activities and proposed use for the chapel. They are the only Sea Scout Group in the Upper Gaunless Valley and have young people aged 6-14 years attending from a large catchment area including Woodland, Copley, Butterknowle, Cockfield, Hamsterley and Tofthill. They meet Friday nights at Butterknowle School where they have very small and limited storage facilities, which are not really fit for purpose. The chapel would allow them to store their equipment in it, including camping and climbing items, and also enable them to purchase further equipment that they do not currently have the space to store. It would give them a base in the village and as a meeting point for walks, litter picks etc, and whilst they do not plan use it for children’s meetings, it could potentially be used for leaders meetings. The possibility of using it for sleep overs was mentioned, although the village hall is likely to be a more suitable venue. They have past experience with obtaining funding for maintenance, and are happy to work with the Parish Council with any grant application, and they also have people who have provided labour for them which may help to save some money. They would still retain their base at Butterknowle School which has suitable outdoor space for camping, etc.

Cllr Gardner mentioned that facilities at the chapel are very limited, with no toilets and the only water is the outside tap. The Scout Group said they are not planning on needing facilities. They can use Butterknowle Village Hall if needed for any events requiring facilities. They are used to only having a space in the school, and the chapel would be used 90% for storage only. Another use could be for a boulder wall which they cannot have at the school. With regard to Cllr Gardner’s query about having children in a cemetery, they said that children would be contained within the building under adult supervision and would not be left to run around the cemetery. 

Cllr Gardner asked whether the Scout Group had looked at alternative sites, quoting Lands Village Hall that has recently become available, although she accepted that it is a completely different proposition as the whole of the Village Hall would need to be operated and managed. The Scout Group said that they haven’t looked at Lands, but it wouldn’t be an option as they would not have sole use of it. They have looked at alternative storage facilities, such as a lockup, but there is nothing suitable. The chapel is the right size, and the location makes it better logistically. At present some equipment is having to be stored at leaders own properties which is not ideal or practical, and getting access to equipment held in store at the school can be difficult at times. Having the chapel as a designated sole use storage space for their equipment would work far better for the leaders to access equipment and keep it all in one place.

Cllr Hall enquired about lease arrangements, asking if funders would need them to have a lease for say 5 years. The Group did not foresee an initial 5 year lease to be an issue but would need to refer to their Association handbook. It was agreed that most funding organisations require at least a 5 year lease.

Cllr Gardner enquired what would happen if Butterknowle Sea Scout Group folded. The Scout Group said that if this were to happen, other scout groups in the district could take it over, such as Gainford and Staindrop, who currently do not have storage space. Cllr Gardner said that the Parish Council needs to certain that it is financially viable and sustainable for at least 5 years.

The Scout Group said that they come to the Remembrance Sunday service every year, and the chapel building itself does provide some protection from the elements during the service, particularly from the wind. In the event that a decision was taken to demolish the chapel, it was pointed out that this would affect anyone present at the service, and it was asked if consideration could be given to building a wall to provides some element of shelter. Cllr Hall said that this would need to be looked at should demolition become the route taken. It was suggested that the cost of demolition would probably not be that different to undertaking the remedial works required within the chapel.

Costs of refurbishment were queried. Depending on the amount, a suggestion was made to form a Charity Co-operative, and to sell shares, for example 400 shares at £25 each, to raise the amount required. It was queried if the work was done, what the building would then be used for? Cllr Abbott said that a ballpark figure is probably in the region of £15-20k. The Scout Group suggested that if their proposal is accepted, quotes then be obtained and a decision made as to what actually needs to be done to make it structurally sound, as well as presentable perhaps through re-rendering it. They only need the building to be watertight and secure.

Planning and change of use were mentioned, with a suggestion being made not to apply for change of use initially, for example by applying for a garden of remembrance, as this would cause a lot of issues if it was then decided to put up another structure instead. Cllr Abbott said that whatever the decision taken, it was likely we would have to approach Durham County Council.

Some background to the chapel was given. A cemetery was first proposed in 1883 and was put in 1895. The chapel was built somewhere between 1900 and 1914. It was originally a mortuary, and is a non-denominational chapel of rest / chapel of ease. It is of no historical architectural interest. It is built of stone with lime mortar, and at some time the slate roof has been replaced with heavy tiles, which is what is causing the issues with the walls.

The possibility of using the chapel as a heritage centre was also suggested. After the Gaunless Valley Visitors Centre closed following a decision of the owner to sell the building, a lot of the information and items held were put in storage, and is used for periodic displays at Butterknowle Village Hall. Enquiries are still being received from schools wanting to visit, and it was felt that perhaps part of the chapel could be used to store and display the items, with perhaps arrangements being made with the village hall for use of toilet facilities during visits. The benefit is that there is a lot of heritage fund money available, which would involve needing a group being set up, eg history group, and the idea of share ownership would encourage people to become invested in the project. There is the potential for a number of opportunities to happen, it would provide a good education for children regarding the history of the village and surrounding area, and the history aspect would allow leverage of heritage lottery and other funding streams. Cllr Gardner queried what would happen to payment of rent on a lease if the group were to close. She suggested having exhibitions in local village halls on a rotating basis as an alternative, where toilet and other facilities are available. She has concerns in having the village hall open for toilet facilities for visitors to an exhibition in the chapel, as this would rely on volunteers being available to open and close the hall, and there is the issue of responsibility for any damage in the hall, as well as the added cleaning being needed which would all add to the costs. She is also concerned at who would ensure any visitors to a heritage centre within the chapel act in a respectful way in the cemetery. She felt that there are a number of question marks regarding this proposal, and felt that having the building used for storage only would be a more workable option, and as the building has been used for storage purposes in a number of ways over the years, it was felt that this would make any change of use planning application easier.

Responding to a question asking if they could get funding on their existing building, the Scout Group said that they do not own the building. It is not large enough as it stands, there is no option of making it larger, and the big thing standing in their way allowing them to expand their equipment is the storage space currently available.

Assuming that grants were obtained allowing the chapel repaired and let out, it was asked about ongoing maintenance costs. Cllr Abbott said that the basis on which the chapel would be rented out would be on a self-repairing lease basis, with those leasing the building being responsible for repairs. The Parish Council would be responsible for building insurance, with the licensee being responsible for insuring the contents.

Dual use of the building was also questioned, with concerns being raised about responsibility for anything that went missing. Cllr Abbott agreed, and said that the Parish Council would have a preference to lease the building to a single existing entity, and this would crystallise liabilities in the event of any issues. Cllr Snowdon said that the vision of a climbing wall mentioned does not fit in with a heritage exhibition being there.

Cllr Snowdon questioned how amenable grant funders would be for what is essentially storage space. Cllrs Abbott and Hall said that it could also be classed as a meeting point for walks on local paths and steel roads, and the boulder wall would open it as an activity space, which can all be used within any grant application.

Cllr Hall suggested that the next step is for the Parish Council to look at things from their perspective, with the Scout Group to do the same, and to look into what funding is available if they had a 5 year lease. It was also suggested that costings be obtained for work required, so that work can be prioritised depending on amount of funding that could be obtained. The Scout Group will obtain 3 itemised estimates. They do have access to some trades that could be used to help. It was accepted that the main priorities are the roof tiles and chimney, with other items then being roof ties and roof timber, and possible re-rendering. 

Referring to grant funding, Cllr Abbott said that he envisaged that the Parish Council would manage the refurbishment and continue to own the building. Grant funders will want to know a worthwhile purpose and use for the building for the next 5 years, and being able to say that the Scout Group are ready to sign a 5 year lease will help in any application.

It was mentioned that the lease would provide an additional revenue stream for the Parish Council, although there will be additional costs of insurance for the building at the level required. Cllr Gardner suggested that it may be necessary for the money generated to be ringfenced for future repairs. However, Cllr Abbott said that he would envisage a self-repairing lease so that the Parish Council is not responsible for repairs.

The Scout Group asked about the level of rent being considered. Cllr Abbott said that the Parish Council has not at this stage given any consideration to the amount, but realistically the Parish Council would like to cover its costs for the building. Cllr Hall said that the Parish Council will look at the additional insurance costs, possible electricity costs, and suggested that the Scout Group come to the next meeting, and in the meantime start to look at costings.

The option of installing solar panels was raised. However, it was felt that as there is unlikely to be much electricity used, it is unlikely to be cost effective.

Cllr Hall added that there may be some funding available from Cllr Potts County Councillor budget, which Cllr Potts had mentioned at a previous meeting.

Meeting closed 8.40pm


Date of next meeting 
 
Next meeting provisionally agreed for Thursday 21st May 2026 at Woodland Village Hall, with anything urgent in the meantime being communicated by email. 

These are true and accurate minutes of the meeting as agreed by the council  
 
  
Date ……………………………………….. 
 
Signed …………………………………….. 


Minutes for all Parish Council meetings are available to view once agreed and signed by the council. These are available on the council website woodlandparishcouncil.gov.uk. The minutes will normally be available no later than 4 weeks after the date of the council meeting.  
 
Please note, all parish council meetings will be audio recorded for the purposes of accurately producing the minutes. The recording will be retained by Woodland Parish Council until the minutes have been agreed and signed. The recording will then be deleted unless the retention is requested by a lawful authority. 




