PETERBOROUGH DAC

Chairs in church buildings
Guidance Note

Policy
The DAC often agrees that church buildings have too many pews which limit space and appear to be restrictive.  However,  the apparently simple idea of removing some or all of the pews and replacing them with chairs can be fraught with difficulties (seen and unseen) and it is important that the pros and cons of the issues are considered and discussed before any decisions are made by the PCC and any application for a Faculty made to the Chancellor.
When PCC discussions are under way and the issues have had some airing, but before the PCC finalises its view, a visit by some members of the DAC may be helpful.  Early consultation is strongly recommended.
This note is written not to discourage you from considering chairs but to help you deal with some of the problems which may arise.  Your building and circumstances are particular and unique, but at least some of the problems are shared by other parishes and have been faced and solved with varying degrees of success.  A separate guidance note on pew removal is available from the DAC office.  
Practical issues for the PCC to consider
Appearance:  Will chairs enhance the beauty of the space?  What colour or colours should they be?  Should the seating be upholstered or wooden?  What is the optimum size for use by adults and children of all ages and sizes?  
Consider: while pews cannot be re-arranged, at least babies can safely be put on them in baby seats and little children in soft shoes can stand on them and see the action.  Will chairs be untidy and unstable, potential trip hazards?
Cost:  Good quality chairs, appropriate for the building, costs will probably exceed £100 per chair (‘guestimate’ 2006).  
Consider: This is a large outlay - and as chairs have a much shorter life than pews it is an expense that future generations will inherit.

Durability:  How often and how will the seats be cleaned, especially if fabric covered?  Dusting and polishing wooden pews is simple and can be done by any willing parishioner.  

Consider: Will it be possible to keep the chairs as clean and sturdy as pews and how long will they last before needing attention or replacement?

Fire risk
Fire risks should also be considered.

Consider: Peterborough Cathedral’s fire was started off by an arsonist who deliberately used stacked plastic chairs to start a major fire and cause huge damage.   Think also about candle wax on upholstery if candles are regularly used as part of worship in your church building.
Health and Safety:  There are no specific instructions regarding church buildings but EIG has suggested that the following advice from the "Guide to Fire Precautions in Existing Places of Entertainment and Like Premises" would be relevant:
In circumstances where more than 250 temporary seats are to be used in the auditorium the following arrangements should apply:-

(a) chairs or other single seats should be secured together in lengths of not fewer than 4 seats and not more than 12 so that the seats cannot be separated from each other merely by pushing one or more seats in the row.
The same document has further details on the need for chairs next to gangways to be secured to the floor.  The idea behind this is that in an emergency people might panic and chairs that fall over can trip up and confuse people who are trying to get out of the space quickly.

Consider: The Health and Safety implications for those using the building
Weight and size, and fixed or moveable:  The main issue with pews is that they are not “flexible” in that they are usually fixed to the floor.  However, in many churches with chairs the seating is just as rigidly arranged and seldom re-arranged!  How often and by whom will chairs in your church be moved?  Who will tidy them up after services or events?  Will they be too heavy to stack or awkward to store when more space is needed?  Would folding chairs (stored on their own wheeled trolley) be easier to use and store?

Consider: The health and safety implications for those responsible for arranging the chairs and the practicalities of having chairs rather than pews.  Does all your seating need to be movable or would your needs best be met by some fixed seating and a smaller number of easily moved chairs for occasional use?
Arrangement:  Chairs give greater flexibility but are liable to move and be noisier on the floor – which links with the issue of what kind of floor will your church have when pews are removed.  Many pews sit on wooden platforms which will have to be levelled and a stone, wood or tiled floor (with or without a carpet covering) may have to be laid before the chairs are introduced. (see separate guidance note).

Consider: How is your church building used?  What need will be met by introducing chairs?

Number of seats:  While there may be a fairly small regular congregation on certain occasions in every church there are not enough seats.  How will the extra seats be provided?  Where will the spare chairs be stored?.  Who will set them out?  If there is a school in the parish which uses the church building, will there be enough room for them and any parents who may be invited to special services?  
Consider: Pews may not be flexible in the sense of being moved but are flexible in terms of how many people can sit in them; you can get many children in a pew which would comfortably accommodate fewer adults, but if you have chairs even the smallest child has to have one of its own!

Books, papers, gift aid envelopes: and other sundry items used in worship.  Where will these be put? 
Consider: Pews usually come with useful ledges for these items - where will worshippers put their bags, papers, bibles, if you have chairs?

Kneeling and standing: What about kneelers and kneeling down?  Many churches have undertaken kneeler projects to make their building more colourful – will there be somewhere to put the kneelers?  What about standing up?  Many people use the pew in front to steady themselves when they stand up and sit down; will chairs give people the same security and confidence?
Consider:  How people really use the seating in church buildings

Heating system:  Pews often have heating pipes associated with them.  Some of these are very large and run alongside pew platforms or stand at the back of pews.  How will you deal with the exposure of the ugly heating system which was probably installed at the same time as the pews?  Will the pipework or underpew heaters need relocating?
Consider: The knock-on effects (and costs) of chairs replacing pews

Summary
Once you start to consider all the implications of changing your seating from pews to chairs, you will find it necessary to consider all the above issues and perhaps more besides.  Discuss them in your parish and try to move forward with practical ideas that will suit your particular building and how you wish it to be used both for worship and community activities.

Consultation with the community is very important.  Many PCCs find that the local population, many of whom only use the building occasionally, has a very strong attachment to the pews.  Many people regard pews as an intrinsic part of the way they understand and use the building; there can be hostility if removal is suggested.

Contact the DAC office and ask where you can see how others have dealt with ‘de-pewing’ and ‘chairing’ a church building, as well as for help with choosing the style, design and colour of the chairs you wish to install.  Some churches have removed pews and have been left with a rather untidy result.  

Our older church buildings were not designed for fixed pews and often it is only possible to appreciate the beauty of the space inside the building when the pews are removed.  Some pews are beautiful and do enhance the building, others can only be described as ugly!  Some are solid but others are worm eaten and damaged.  Some are part of a whole concept of interior design for a particular building, others have been “imported” from other churches or chapels.  The DAC will encourage you to know the difference and to work towards what is right for your parish.  
The PCC must be able to demonstrate that it has given thorough consideration of the issues outlined above and, if it decides to apply for a faculty to install chairs, must be able to justify replacing pews with chairs as a change that will make the building more beautiful, function better and a better focus for your worship and community life.
Cont overleaf

Wider consultation

· It is possible that English Heritage or other bodies (such as the Council for the Care of Churches, The Georgian Group or Victorian Society) will need to be consulted about proposals, especially if the pews you wish to remove are historically significant or part of a complete reordering.   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.
Further reading

DAC guidance notes:

· Pew removal

· Floors, levelling, altering and covering

· Re-ordering 

Seating in churches 

CCC guidance note, available from the DAC office or http://www.churchcare.co.uk/atoz_seating.php :

An Introduction to Commissioning Liturgical Furniture

Luke Hughes & Company

Available from the DAC office of

http://www.ecclesiasticalfurniture.co.uk/pdfs/08.pdf 
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