
 

 

Heritage Lottery Fund: Changes to Grants for Places of Worship Scheme 

Briefing for Dioceses, 6 April 2017 

 

 

Background 

 

1. The HLF’s Grants for Places of Worship Scheme awards £30m to listed places of worship in 

the UK each year, £25m of that in England, with the majority going to Anglican churches. 

The HLF has now announced that this scheme will end, with final applications in August. In 

addition to this the in-year budget in England has been cut from £25m to £16.6m due to 

declining lottery ticket sales. Their statement on this can be found here: 

https://www.hlf.org.uk/about-us/news-features/new-approach-supporting-places-worship  

 

2. The current GPOW scheme offers grants between £10k-£250k to fund urgent structural 

repairs and small amounts of building and facility enhancements such as toilets. The scheme 

is set up to be lighter touch in application and evaluation terms than the HLF’s other 

schemes. There is still a requirement to meet people-focused outcomes but these are not as 

stringent as in some other schemes. On average a much higher proportion of money from 

GPOW is spent on repairs than is true of other HLF schemes. 

 

3. The decision to make the cut doesn’t reduce the amount of money available to HLF overall 

(other than the overall budget cut, which is a separate issue), but transfers the entire UK 

GPOW pot into general HLF funds. It will stop being ring-fenced for listed places of worship 

and will require churches to compete with all other forms of heritage building for funds. The 

HLF has made a one-year commitment to a targeted spend for places of worship, equivalent 

to the GPOW budget. This means that, assuming qualifying applications are received, 

regional committees will be asked to ensure that at least £20m is spent on places of 

worship; we believe this is roughly £16m that would have been GPOW and £4m that would 

have come in under Our Heritage or Heritage Grants anyway. Any applications above £5m 

are not included in this amount. 

 

Our Position  

4. We believe that this decision has been taken without full consultation and without a full 

understanding of the impacts. Although we accept that there are many churches who will 

be able to apply under the general schemes there are also those for whom the relatively 

simple and specially targeted nature of GPOW was essential. In particular we believe that 



 

this move will aggravate an existing problem whereby poorer and less well-resourced 

churches are less able to access essential funding. 

 

5. Church of England churches represent 45% of England’s Grade 1 listed buildings. GPOW 

funds typically represent around 10% of HLF’s annual budget. 

 

6. The Church of England has an enormous amount of gratitude towards the HLF and 

recognises that it puts millions of pounds into churches each year. Without HLF funding 

most development and community projects simply would not happen. 

 

7. However, in merging the available GPOW funding for 2017 into general funds we believe 

that the HLF has, without due consultation, made a decision that will adversely affect 

groups of particularly vulnerable churches. 

 

8. We recognise that the HLF has made a commitment to a ‘targeted spend’ for places of 

worship within their general funds that would be equivalent to the amount otherwise 

available in GPOW. This is welcomed. 

 

9. However our concern revolves around the fact that although the same amount (or more) 

may well be given to churches, the nature of what can be funded will change. 

 

10. GPOW has an ability to fund repairs that is not matched by any other HLF scheme. GPOW 

can recognise the necessity of carrying out a repair so that existing community and worship 

activities can carry on. This is also difficult to see in any other HLF schemes, all of which 

require a project-based approach rather than supporting existing and ongoing work. 

 

11. 80% of grants to GPOW are above the £100k threshold of the relatively simple Our Heritage 

Scheme. This means that 80% of existing GPOW applicants will, if the new arrangements 

come to pass, have to apply to the much more rigorous and competitive Heritage Grants 

Scheme. 

 

12. Some churches will relish the competition and the challenge of meeting HLF outcomes in 

this scheme. We recognise that many churches and cathedrals already succeed under it, and 

are grateful. 

 

13. However the churches that will suffer are those with little or no community, and those with 

complex building needs and a small congregation – particularly rural churches and inner city 

churches. We believe that this change will disproportionately affect the most needy and the 

least well-resourced communities. 

 

14. We believe very strongly that 40 continuous years of state-supported funding for repairs to 

places of worship should not come to an end on HLF’s watch, and in this way that involved 

no consultation and cuts across the timings of two relevant reviews: the arm’s length body 



 

review of HLF being carried out by DCMS and the Taylor review of church buildings 

sustainability. 

 

15. The short timetable, with last applications due in August, will cause distress and doesn’t 

leave time for the sort of capacity building and training work that would be needed if such a 

proposal was going to work for the benefit of all churches. 

 

16. We would welcome a conversation with HLF on the future of GPOW that involved all parties 

and was aimed at improving the scheme in time for HLF’s 2020 strategy.  

 

17. There has been some press comment on this matter, including in the Financial Times and 

the Guardian. We have responded to press requests for comment when put to us, but our 

aim is not to be antagonistic, and to work cooperatively with HLF with a view to encouraging 

them to reconsider. 

 

What is ChurchCare doing? 

 

18. At national level we remain in communication with HLF officers and have had some positive 

conversations about how we will manage this change if HLF does not reverse its decision. 

We also continue to put forward evidence of the impacts this change will have, in particular 

on rural churches and churches with small communities supporting them. 

 

19. We are also in conversation with other Christian denominations, the National Churches 

Trust and Historic Religious Buildings Alliance (HRBA) to ensure that all affected have a 

chance to air their views. The HRBA is providing regular updates on its website: 

http://www.hrballiance.org.uk/consultations-2/hlf-closure-of-gpow/  

 

What might churches and dioceses do? 

 

20. If in doubt it is best to speak to your local HLF representative. They will be able to advise 

you on deadlines for current schemes. Existing applications should not be affected. 

 

21. The Cathedral and Church Buildings Division would welcome comments on the processes 

and interactions with HLF. In particular we would like to hear of practical ways that HLF 

could support this transition if it goes ahead. You can email 

becky.clark@churchofengland.org with suggestions. 

 

22. It is our belief that many churches that would have applied for funds up to £100k can 

relatively easily transfer to the Our Heritage Scheme. This fund does not have a capped 

annual budget but responds to need. Overall the requirements for applicants and the 

chances of success are roughly equivalent to GPOW. The main difference is that Our 

Heritage is a one-stage scheme and so there is no development phase.  

 

23. Our suggestion is that churches in this category (£10-£100k) consider transferring 

applications to Our Heritage with immediate effect. This will free up the remaining £16.6m 



 

in this year’s GPOW budget for churches in the £101-£250k bracket who will have to 

transfer to the more complex Heritage Grants scheme. NCI officers will receive from HLF a 

breakdown of Our Heritage applications and success rates by region so that church 

applicants in areas with particular capacity can be especially supported and encouraged to 

transfer to this alternative scheme. HLF has indicated it will be able to help applicants in this 

situation to understand what they need to do. 

 

24. Churches needing to apply for £101-250k will be required to apply to the Heritage Grants 

scheme from September onwards. This scheme requires a higher level of documentation 

than GPOW and has different outcome requirements. In general there is less read across 

from GPOW projects, which tend to major on repairs, and Heritage Grants projects, which 

often include repairs but not usually as the central factor. 

 

25. Therefore it is proposed to encourage as many churches needing this level of grant to apply 

whilst GPOW is running. This is why it is key to free up budget by asking £100k and below 

churches to move to a different scheme. HLF officers have advised that they will look 

favourably on applications in this bracket even if documents are not quite as ‘polished’ as 

the church may expect them to need to be. 

 

Other factors 

 

26. The HLF’s current strategy ends in 2019. We were already planning strong representations 

concerning the criteria for applications, the importance of recognising that most churches 

are run by volunteers, the importance of fabric repair grants as an enabling tool, and the 

need for a clearer focus on capacity building. We can and should still make these points. 

 

27. We can make representations to re-introduce GPOW in the 2020 strategy, but in order to do 

so would need to understand the impact that cancellation had. As such we will work with 

HFL officers to devise metrics to measure this, and would wish to work with dioceses to 

gather suitable examples. 

 

28. Also in 2020 we may wish to petition for the Our Heritage scheme threshold to be increased 

from £100k to £250k, therefore allowing all grants that would have gone in under GPOW to 

apply to this simpler scheme. This does not address all of our concerns but would be an 

improvement. 

 

 

We would welcome any comments and contributions on this briefing and the issues it raises. Please 

email the Director of Churches and Cathedrals: becky.clark@churchofengland.org. 

We will update www.churchcare.co.uk as matters progress. 

 


