
 

WHEN IS A CHURCH NOT JUST A CHURCH? 
 

 

St James’s URC 

Church at the top of 

Pottergate in Alnwick 

used to be a 

traditional church 

with a large, high-

domed-roof interior.  

At right angles to it 

was the St James’s 

Church Hall which 

was used for all sorts 

of church and 

community events and 

bookings. 

 

In the early 2000s the church Elders began to 

think about bringing their church into the 21st 

century in a way which would make much better 

use of the facilities, vastly cut down on the 

running and energy costs and offer facilities that 

would be a valuable asset for the whole town. The 

new name, The St. James`s Church Centre, 

reflects this wish. 

 

Plans were drawn up and finance sought.  One 

large chunk of the finances came from the sale of 

the old Church Hall to a Housing Association to be 

developed as flats.  Grants were applied for and 

donations given.  One donation came from the URC 

Church Synod following the closure and sale of 

the Embleton URC Church. 

 

Then in 2006 the major building work began, with 

the Church congregation holding their services in 

St Paul’s RC church in Alnwick.  All was finished by 

2008 and St James’s Church Centre was up and 

running. 

 

The key aspect of the alterations which has given 

the new premises such a flexible range of uses 

was the division of that old high space into two 

floors.  The upper floor is now The Sanctuary. Its 

primary purpose is for worship, weddings and 

funerals, but it is also available for concerts, 

drama, workshops, conferences and similar events. 

The space will seat up to 150 people and has a 

very flexible layout, with chairs rather than fixed 

pews. It has an electronic organ, a moveable 

digital piano and audio/visual display facilities.  

Access and facilities for disabled people are 

provided throughout the building, and The 

Sanctuary can be accessed by a lift. 

 

Downstairs is the 

Main Hall.  This is a 

large space that can 

be used for 

meetings. It is 

licenced for up to 

150 people but with comfortable seating for 100. 

It will also accommodate activities for children 

and young people - including uniformed 

organisations - and other, informal and 

recreational events.   

 

The wooden floor makes it suitable for dancing.  

Off the Main Hall is the Kitchen with hatch-

access.  It is new and fully-equipped, providing 

facilities for full catering or light refreshments. 

 

Finally there is The 

Embleton Room, 

suitable for smaller 

meetings of up to 30 

people.  Any of 

these rooms can be 

 

 



hired separately or in combination.  The facility is 

well equipped with WiFi, sound and technical 

equipment that can be hired. 

 

So how does St James’s Centre operate?  It’s a 

large facility which attracts lots of bookings and 

is obviously a different operation to many of our 

smaller village halls.  But the principles of good 

management apply to any hall or community 

building, irrespective of size or complexity. 

 

The key to its smooth running, as well as having a 

committed group of people from the Church 

congregation and the Centre Management 

committee, lies in having a Centre Administrator.  

Liz Spence takes on all the day to day 

management and as far as one can tell the 

enterprise seems to run smoothly.  So what are 

her secrets? 

 

 Her four principles, which she tries to apply to 

all aspects of the Centre’s organisation, are 

that it should be Welcoming, Warm, Clean and 

Friendly.  

Because she 

achieves all 

those things the 

levels of use are 

high.  Groups 

and individuals 

want to use the 

facilities.  It 

also means that 

the income 

achieved 

through the 

bookings helps 

to cover the 

running costs of the Centre, particularly the 

heating and lighting.  

 

 The Centre does not employ a caretaker or 

cleaners, which removes the hassle of staff 

management issues.  This is achieved by 

employing a contract cleaning company.  Liz 

maintains good and close communications with 

the company they use and is easily able to 

raise and sort out any problems.  Liz herself is 

a volunteer and jobs that would otherwise be 

done by a caretaker are now carried out by 

other volunteers from the congregation. 

 

 There is a very clear pricing policy, developed 

by the Centre Management Committee – but 

Liz has the freedom to use her own judgement 

about how that policy is applied.  The pricing 

structure is available on request.  Any group 

wanting to use the Centre discusses their 

individual needs with Liz so that the fairest 

deal can be achieved and consideration can be 

given to such things as charitable status or 

community-based activities. 

 

 The levels of bookings are sufficiently high 

for Liz to gain great advantage from using the 

Avalon booking management system that has 

been publicised in the past by the North 

Northumberland Village Halls Consortium.  Liz 

swears by it.  It avoids the embarrassment of 

double booking or other inappropriate clashes 

and gives Liz and her committee the 

confidence of knowing that the booking 

system is absolutely sound.  It also gives 

reminders of the times for invoicing users and 

keeps records of charges and payments.  

Felton Village Hall certainly also use this 

system and if any Hall wants to find out more 

about it, Liz will happily give advice. 

 

The St James’s website concludes with this 

statement “We now have a resource well-suited to 
meet the needs of groups of all ages. It will 
provide a meeting place for numbers large and 
small.  We hope that those who used our premises 
in the past will want to come back to this 
attractive and modern building, and that others 
will find in it a place that meets their needs.” 
 
[This article was written by Richard Poppleton in 

conversation with Liz Spence and with liberal use of 

photos and other information from the St James’s Church 

Centre website.  Liz is now the newest recruit to our 

NNVHC Management Committee.] 

  



Do you want Faster Broadband – or access to 

Broadband at all!? 
 
Whether we like it or not, there are parts of 

our North Northumberland area that either 

have no broadband access or have pathetically 

low broadband speeds.  For example, if your 

speed is less than 1.4 megabit/second you 

probably can’t download films or even use the 

BBC iPlayer most of the time.  We’re in real 

danger of getting left behind much of the rest 

of the country. 

 

This may just be an inconvenience, but if you 

are trying to run a business or even trying to 

sell your home it could be very much more 

important than that.  We could just shrug our 

shoulders and say that it’s one of the 

consequences of living in such a beautiful rural 

area.  Or we could try to help ourselves by 

helping others to do something about it. 

 

If your Hall is in Rothbury or any other part of 

Coquetdale you will probably know how effective 

the efforts have been to put that area in prime 

position to gain high speed broadband access.   

 

For the rest of us, Northumberland County 

Council is making considerable efforts to get 

money from central government to try to 

achieve at least 2mb/s speeds for everyone in 

the county by 2015.  But their hand is greatly 

strengthened if they have evidence that 

residents want a decent service.  The document 

that we’ve copied below will provide that 

evidence if you bother to print it out and fill it 

in.  Then either send it by post to the address 

given on the form, or send in the same 

information by email via the website at 

www.inorthumberland.org.uk .  You may have 

seen in the local press recently that this 

website has just been updated and improved. 

 

  

http://www.inorthumberland.org.uk/


 

Harbottle Village Hall as a Doctor’s surgery – 

the transformation. 
 

Harbottle is a small village of 57 houses and 

approximately 200 people situated in Upper 

Coquetdale within the Northumberland National 

Park.  Although the church closed in the late 

70s there is still a pub, a school, a village hall 

and a doctor’s surgery.  At least there was a 

surgery until 2010 when, at short notice, it had 

to close because of structural problems in its 

building. 

 

The residents of the area, and fortunately the 

NHS, were keen to continue having a surgery in 

the village, and so new premises had to be 

sought.  The ground floor of the village hall, a 

little used and rather gloomy environment, was 

thought suitable, subject to extensive 

upgrading which the local NHS Primary Care 

Trust were willing to fund.  So the project 

began. 

 

The main body of the hall and its associated 

facilities have always been on the first floor so, 

after some rewiring and plumbing alterations, 

this continued to be the situation. 

 

Downstairs on the ground floor alterations were 

more complicated.  The NHS’s architects, 

engineers and contractors organised the 

transformation into a bright, modern doctor’s 

surgery.  There are two consulting rooms, a 

reception area with pharmacy, a waiting area 

with new loos … marvellous what can be done 

when positive people are allowed to achieve with 

a minimum of intrusion from bureaucracy. 

 

Logistically the alterations were funded and 

carried out by the NHS.  All the building still 

belongs to the Village Hall Committee who have 

let the ground floor to the NHS who pay rent - 

the District Valuer’s independent assessment 

rules. 

 

The end result? ….  well we’ve all been lucky; 

here we are two years later and it seems to be 

win win. There is still a doctor’s surgery in 

Harbottle; the patients and doctors et al seem 

to like it; the village hall is now better used and 

the hall committee have fewer worries about 

paying the next big bill. 

    

 

Text & photos by Alan Stripp – Harbottle 

Village Hall Committee 

  



ELLINGHAM VILLAGE HALL – Hallmark & how 

to save £380! 
 

In October 2012, at a time of change on the 

Hall Committee, a decision was reached to see 

if Ellingham Village Hall could achieve the basic 

Hallmark Level 1 qualification. 

 

The Chairman, backed by the Committee, based 

the decision on three main reasons: 

 

 The Committee is responsible to the Parish 

Council for ensuring that the hall is managed 

according to its lease and constitution. 

 The Committee are Charity Trustees and 

must act in accordance with Charity 

Commission regulations. 

 The hall’s insurance, including a whole 

building valuation of £104,000, requires 

certain criteria to be met and failure to do 

so could invalidate claims. 

 

When the 

assessors came to 

look at the 

Hallmark 

application they 

found that all 

criteria were met 

except one – the 

hall had no premises licence.  Now there is no 

obligation for a hall to have a Premises licence, 

but if any group hiring the hall wants to have 

music or dancing or to put on an entertainment 

they must apply for a temporary licence, at 

least ten days in advance, costing, currently, 

£21.  Altogether it made a lot of sense for a 

Premises Licence to be obtained. 

 

Initially a bad piece of advice suggested that 

the cost for the licence alone would be £100.  

Fortunately the hall’s membership of the Village 

Halls Consortium and the links with Community 

Action Northumberland ensured more secure 

advice – that village halls are exempt from this 

fee.  

 

However there then cropped up the need to put 

a statutory notice in the press.  Both the 

Berwick Advertiser and the Northumberland 

Gazette quoted 

prices in excess 

of £200 (in one 

case almost £300 

once VAT was 

taken into 

account).  Again, 

CAN rode to the 

rescue when Louise Currie was able to advise 

that “any locally distributed newspaper” would 

be sufficient, and lo and behold, there is a local 

publication called Ellingham News.  So, for a 

total cost of £14 (Ellingham News needed to 

print some extra copies to ensure that all 

residents received one), the statutory notice is 

due to be published in the December issue. 

 

Thus, for the total cost of £14 (instead of 

almost £400) the hall has satisfied the 

Hallmark assessment and made life much easier 

for its users.  What a tremendous 

advertisement for the value of belonging to our 

Village Halls Consortium and for the availability 

of high quality relevant advice from CAN! 

(Information adapted from David Griggs’ Chairman’s 
report to his hall committee, plus David’s photos)  



 

 
 

We are the North Northumberland Village 

Halls Consortium.  So what, we hear you ask, 

are we doing putting an article in our 

newsletter about a hall in the Borders?  

Whitsome is near Duns, so it’s not really 

even very close to the border.   

 

The answer, of course, is that they are 

members!  If we are approached by halls 

outside our normal boundaries it is unlikely 

that we would say no to requests to join, 

although we would never actively recruit 

outwith our normal area.  Interestingly 

Whitsome Ark is also a member of the 

Berwickshire Federation of Village Halls, 

but it must say something good about the 

services NNVHC provides that they see 

value in belonging to our consortium as well. 

 

And why the name?  Buried in the text on 

their website is the telling sentence “We 
needed a building to keep our village afloat”.  

This says a lot about the situation 

Whitsome found itself in in the first decade 

of the current century. 

 

Whitsome had had a Village Hall for over 50 

years.  It was used by lots of local groups 

and it provided a hub for village activity.  

Unfortunately the heating had to be 

removed after an ice storm a few years ago 

and the condition of the hall deteriorated 

so much that some of the local groups 

stopped using it. 

The committee members had to take action. 

So a feasibility study was done to identify 

the best way to proceed. The study looked 

at all the options such as renovating the 

hall, building a new hall, all the potential 

sites for a new building, the views of 

residents and what activities were needed in 

the village.  This, you need to be aware, is a 

parish of only about 200 residents and with 

about 120 dwellings. 

The cost of renovating the hall was almost 

as much as a new hall and the study 

recommend a new building on a new site 

within the village.  As the feasibility study 

was taking place, it came to the attention of 

the committee that the portakabin which 

housed Whitsome Village Shop was also 

deteriorating from age. This meant that the 

shop could face closure in a year or two. 

After discussions it was agreed that the 

planned new building would incorporate not 

just a Village Hall and Meeting Room but 

also a Community Shop, Post Office and 

cafe area.  This was an ambitious project 

for a small committee to take on but there 

was lots of support from parish residents 

and other village groups. The committee was 

optimistic that Whitsome could have a Hall 

and Community Building to be proud of - fit 

for lots of new activities and services which 

are needed by local residents. 

(contd. on next page) 

  



The initial plans and costs horrified 

committee members and local residents 

alike and the committee realised it would 

have to modify the design so that there was 

a realistic possibility that the required sum 

could be raised.  The committee aimed to 

get the cost of the build to a maximum of 

£400,000 but it still needed to be able to 

offer all the activities wanted. This was 

managed with a bit of imagination and not 

too much compromise and a major 

fundraising programme was started. 

It took over 3 years of completing funding 

applications and local fundraising events to 

reach the target and building could begin.   

The Big Lottery Community Fund was the 

key   They gave a grant of £300,000.  19 

other trusts and funding bodies also 

produced grants and the full sum was 

eventually raised.   

It could well be that if the committee of a 

small village hall can be that successful in 

raising large sums they may have lessons 

from which other halls could learn.  Perhaps 

a workshop led by Whitsome and by 

Shilbottle (whose rebuild we featured in our 

last issue) is something NNVHC could 

explore. 

As another aside, Whitsome has recently 

had a new WiFi system installed so that 

they now have broadband speeds up to 6MB 

per second compared with the 0.5 MB per 

second previously available.  Maybe this is 

another area we could explore with them.  

It happened thanks to the local residents 

who succeeded in attracting special LEADER 

funding and it means that the new hall 

provides an extra attraction for users.  

Some of us would give our eye teeth (as the 

expression goes) to have even 2MB/sec, let 

alone 6. 

The new hall is a light, modern community 

facility and it was officially opened on 5th 

September 2009 by the Lord Lieutenant of 

Berwickshire. 

We need to end this piece by saying 

congratulations to the Committee of 

Whitsome Ark and the residents of 

Whitsome.  They’ve achieved an 

extraordinary thing – a marvellous facility 

that certainly looks as though it has 

fulfilled its aim of keeping the village afloat. 

 
 
(The information and the photographs in this article 
are adapted, with kind permission, from Whitsome 
Ark’s own Website)  



THE NEW NNVHC WEBSITE 
 

Some of you may remember that in the summer 

issue of NNVHC News there was a piece 

bemoaning the fact that NNVHC had no 

website.  Perhaps you may recall the plaintive   

 

 

WOT, NO WEBSITE? 

 
We hope that by now you may have become 

aware that entirely thanks to the hard work of 

George Courtice, our Secretary, we have a 

splendid new website which, we think, is 

particularly user-friendly.  George was greatly 

helped in this venture by David Baker who is on 

the management committee at Cornhill-on-

Tweed VH and manages its website.  NNVHC is 

very grateful to David for his time and 

expertise. 

 

In George’s words, the new website “is designed 
to provide members with relevant information 
in an easily readable form.  Wherever possible 
we have used links to allow you access to more 

detailed information on other sites, or for you 
to download files to your computer.” 
 
If you haven’t yet had a look, do please go to 

www.nnvhc.org.uk .  A significant feature of any 

website is its ability to adapt to new ideas.  If 

anyone thinks they can see ways of improving it 

or can think of other forms of information that 

would be useful either in the main text or as 

links from the site, do please let George know 

at georgecourtice@btinternet.com . 
 
In addition, although there are photos of quite 

a number of halls on different pages of the 

site, there are plenty of halls for which George 

has no images.  Is that something you could 

rectify?  Just send your digital images to 

George. 

 

You might also be interested in the site’s new 

Buy, Sell, Give page.  It has just facilitated its 

first sale - a water boiler no longer needed by 

Beadnell WI but required by Newton-on-the 

Moor.  Perhaps your hall has items surplus to 

requirements but which might be of value to 

someone else.  Or maybe you’d like to acquire 

Middleton VH’s mechanical fire alarm?!  Do have 

a look.

 

http://www.nnvhc.org.uk/
mailto:georgecourtice@btinternet.com

