Peterborough DAC

Timber assessment and treatment

Guidance note
The first fact to remember, specifically about death watch beetles in your building is that they have probably been there for centuries and will continue long after you have gone.  Such beetle damage in oak timbers is a slow process and if we make it slower by good maintenance then the beetle population may eventually decline to extinction.

DAC policy

The DAC’s first advice to PCCs discovering what appears to be infestation by furniture beetle larvae (woodworm) or death watch beetle is not to panic.  The second is to resist the temptation to call in a contractor who will advise extensive timber replacement and the use of chemicals.

In a very few cases, where structural timbers have been severely damaged, timber replacement and some treatment may be necessary but PCCs should work on the assumption that such work is not urgently needed.  This guidance note is an attempt to help PCCs avoid unnecessary expense and the widespread use of chemicals in church buildings.  However, the DAC can only offer general comments and PCCs must ensure they obtain professional advice from an architect, surveyor or consultant – NOT, in the first instant, a timber treatment contractor.

In the UK, the most serious fungal damage to the structures of buildings is caused by the true dry-rot fungus.  This name is confusing, as the wood needs to be damp (as in all cases of decay) before fungal growth and attack can begin. As the fungus grows it moves from damp wood into dry wood by transferring water, and in its wake the decayed wood is dry to the touch and scored by characteristic cubical cracking.  The vigorous growths of this fungus are able to travel over brickwork and masonry and can penetrate to some extent, enabling them to ‘jump’ non-wood barriers such as plaster and mortar.ii
True dry rot thrives best in conditions of static dampness, typical of badly ventilated closed-up buildings and cavities. Unlike insect infestation, treatment is always urgent and professional advice should be sought without delay. True dry rot is usually difficult and costly to eradicate and involves removal of timbers well into apparently sound wood the use of biocides on new timber and brickwork, stripping of plaster, and replacement with plaster containing a fungicidal additive. 

No investigation that required moving floorboards or panelling or any other sort of opening up of the building can be done without permission.  For preliminary investigation PCCs should seek their Archdeacon’s authorisation.  Any timber treatment or replacement will require a faculty.

Research on the use of timber treatment

In 1993 English Heritage set up an international research programme into the spray treatment of timber in dealing with deathwatch beetle.  The project lasted for three years and revealed that widespread spraying was not effective and often killed more natural predators (spiders) than beetles.

English Heritage has therefore suggested a new treatment protocol:

a. spray treatments do not work

b. active infestation must be carefully located

c. where there is active infestation check for water penetration

d. locate active infestation and apply localised deep penetrating treatments

EH found no evidence that chemical treatments would eradicate a death watch beetle infestation but they might help to control it.  Most of the timbers containing active infestation are likely to be inaccessible.  

EH advises that before undertaking any treatment good primary control methods should be in place, including good ventilation, removal of dust and debris and careful monitoring.i

Step by step approach to insect infestation 

1. Monitor

· Check for corpses; put a plan of the church in the vestry and ask those who clean the church to look out for dead beetles, to count them and plot them on the plan with the date when they were found.  This will give you a good record of what is in the building and where.  It will be useful to any specialist who is preparing a report to help you decide if/how to respond.

· Check whether the infestation is active.  Cover areas where you suspect beetle activity with paper (nappy liners were favoured by English Heritage researchers as they were slightly stronger than tissue paper but equally user-friendly!) – emerging beetles will make holes so you can assess the extent and magnitude of the problem.  If there are no holes in the paper or card you will know there is no active beetle life in that area.  Any existing holes in the timber are likely to be long-standing.  Beetle emergence and formation of flight holes is usually seasonal (often early summer).  White card / paper placed beneath suspect areas may show bore dust (frass) more easily.

· See if you can relate the evidence provided by these methods to previous problems.  Are you finding evidence of infestation where a roof was damaged?  Is the panelling badly affected on a wall where a down-pipe was blocked for several months?  Infestations in Westminster Hall were monitored and found to be in precisely the areas where bombs had damaged the roof during WW2 and massive saturation of timbers had occurred when fire-fighters strove to save the building.  Beetles need timber to be very damp before they can make their home in it.  A small leak will allow a great build up of moisture and you may only notice the activity of beetles in the area months or years after the initial problem was properly addressed.

2. Check your maintenance regime

· Beetles (and wood decaying fungi) like damp; check that your rainwater goods are fully functioning and drains are free running.  Check that the roof is not leaking and that leadwork, slates, tiles, flashing are all in good order; you may do more to prevent insect damage by hiring in a contractor to clear your gutters than by calling in a chemical treatment company!

· Beetles (and wood decaying fungi) like humid air; check that the building is well ventilated.  Check that windows that should open can be opened and that there are enough ventilation spaces behind panelling and in pew platforms.  Ask the architect or surveyor to give particular attention to ventilation when s/he does the quinquennial inspection.

3. Consider your heating

· Beetles and wood decaying fungi need food and water.  Increases in temperature usually increase growth if not high enough to dry out the structure.  Forest floors with rotting dead trees are the ideal habitat.  Some church roofs, floors or timber panels provide a very similar environment!  If you can reduce the moisture in the timber many of the infestations simply won’t survive.  Consider whether heating the building at a low level throughout the week if this prevents dampness wouldn’t help to maintain the fabric; rather than considering this as a waste of money, compare it with the possible costs of replacing major roof beams that have been damaged by infestation.

· Consider the church heating.  Systems that only operate infrequently to heat up a building to make it bearable for a service often create huge amounts of condensation that lingers in the building for a long time.  Calor gas stoves (which are a Health & Safety hazard and should not be used in churches) are a major source of water vapour and many systems that are turned on with a view to rapid warm-up produce large quantities of combustion products.  
· As heat rises the obvious lodging-place for these moist products is in the roof where they condense against cold timber, lead sheeting or tiles and the result is an extremely damp environment that beetles love.  Intermittent heating causes potentially dangerous humidity pockets.

4. Consult your architect or surveyor

· The church architect or surveyor should be able to identify the presence of insect infestation, fungal wood decay or surface mould growth and the environmental conditions that have attracted them.  S/he may also have noted concerns in the quinquennial inspection and will be able to help to record the extent of the problem and monitor it.

· Some independent surveyors have a Certificate of Timber Infestation Surveyors  - if you are looking for a consultant consider using one of these rather than a surveyor attached to a damp-proofing or timber treatment company.  However, it is crucial that the surveyor specialised in historic buildings or s/he may not have a real understanding of church buildings or the legal framework within which PCCs operate.

· The consultation should produce a report that gives full information about the nature and extent of the problem.

5. Assess the evidence

· What is the condition of the timber?

· Could decay be present and/or develop?

· How widespread is the attack?

· How serious is the attack?

· Is the attack active?

· Is there a need for monitoring and further evaluation?

· Is there an urgent problem – such as serious damage to a major roof timber?

· Is any remedial work necessary; e.g. replacement of particular floor boards, provision of ventilation grilles

· Is timber treatment using chemicals appropriate and, if so, to what extent?

· What are the long-term maintenance and management issues that the PCC needs to take on board to prevent further outbreaks?

6. Consider the best way forward:

The single most important question that must be asked is, “Is there any need for remedial chemical treatment to control and stop timber decay?”  A positive well-informed decision must be made, based on careful assessment of timber… They must always seek to solve timber problems by construction methods (such as repair and replacement) where economically viable, before considering the use of chemical treatment.iv 

In the light of the full report the PCC should ask its architect, surveyor or consultant to prepare a specification to cover all aspects of the work.  If this includes the use of chemicals the PCC must:

· Be confident that the timbers concerned will be capable of accepting the treatment 

· Be sure that the contractors employed to undertake the chemical treatment are members of the British Wood Preservation and Damp Proofing Association

· Be sure that any timber repair or replacement is done by a suitable contractor (not necessarily the chemical treatment company) who will use the materials identified in the specification and understands the need to minimise the loss of historic fabric.  This is important since it requires far less skill to chop out a whole length of timber than to remove only the affected part and scarf in a new section.

· Be certain that, if there are bats in the church, English Nature has been consulted and that written advice from EN has been received.  This will usually give the PCC clear dates when work may or may not take place, a list of chemicals that may or may not be used and a local contact who must be informed when work begins so monitoring can take place.  This is a statutory requirement and the incumbent, churchwardens, architect or contractor could all be liable to criminal prosecution if EN’s advice is not sought and followed to the letter.

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.

Works to historic timbers can be sensitive, depending on the type and extent of necessary repairs/replacements. 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.  

Information that will be required for a Faculty application

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

· A Statement of Need, including the survey report

· 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)

· If works to the floor are involved; information about how will it be constructed/ finished.  A cross-section drawing should be provided.

· The chemical treatment contractor’s quotation.

· If there are bats in the church: copies of correspondence with English Nature

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.

Related guidance notes available from the DAC office on request

Statements of Significance and Need

Drainage and French Drains 
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