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Introduction

This report offers an overview of the activity of the parish churches of St Edwin and St Mary, in
the Parish of Coniscliffe encompassing the villages of High Coniscliffe, Low Coniscliffe,
Piercebridge and Merrybent plus the surrounding area.

Following an extended period of absence, our former Vicar, the Revd Jen
Croft, resigned from her role in June 2024. In September, we invited her to St
Edwin’s to offer her a formal farewell as she moved onto a new chapterin her
life and ministry. We gave thanks for the time she spent here in Coniscliffe,
and for the many gifts she shared with us. Revd Jen Croft

As we entered a period of interregnum, we were introduced to the Revd John Musson who was
to be our guide through the Diocesan Vacancy Audit Process. This offered the Parochial Church
Council (PCC) an opportunity to discern afresh the vision and mission of the churches in
Coniscliffe and shape how the church can continue to serve local people. The outcome has been
shared with the Bishop’s leadership team and we await their response. In the meantime, the
PCC, with input from the wider church, has identified some key objectives and priorities for the
parish. These priorities will guide the work of the PCC over the coming years who, with the
support of our new vicar, will help us grow and thrive as the church for this community.

Our thanks must go to all members of the PCC who have worked tirelessly over the past year. It’s
important to highlight how they have worked together to agree and progress the Action Plan for
St Mary’s renovations and have also advanced good governance around safeguarding in the
churches. Thank you to Pat Howarth, our treasurer and interim PCC Chair, who has dedicated
many hours to managing the church finances amongst numerous other duties. In the past year,
PCC was fortunate to welcome Christine Steel as a parish secretary but said goodbye to Val
Mackenzie who is taking a well-deserved step back from the PCC and Deanery Synod. We are
grateful for Val’s years of service and her ongoing support for the church.

As part of our PCC, we are very blessed to have four dedicated church wardens — Liz Steel, Liz
Hodgson, Carolyn Hardy and Shirley Chalmers. Not only do they diligently ensure that the
churches are functioning well, but they are the “go to” people for the local community, often at
the heart of the church’s work within the parish. Between them they manage a wide portfolio of
tasks, from maintaining the cemetery and opening the church for services to administration or
liaising with the school. Please know your ministry and service is appreciated.

Two members of the PCC sit on the deanery synod. This provides the PCC with an important link
between the parish and the Diocese as a whole. It also receives reports from General Synod.
Among the items discussed was the formation of the Deanery Plan in order to determine the
most effective deployment of stipendiary and non-stipendiary clergy between parishes in the
Deanery. The work undertaken by the PCC to set out the parish priorities will inform this work.

We are also grateful to the ministry team who prepare and lead worship including Canon Tim
Olliver, Revd Brian Holmes, Revd Raymond Cuthbertson and the readers from All Saints -

Debby Gill, Kevin Winkworth and Keith Whiston. We do not forget the contribution made by all
our excellent organists and those who read lessons, lead prayers, clean and decorate the church
or serve refreshments. Beyond this there are many others whose time, talents, prayers, energy
and support contribute (seen or unseen) to the life and work of the church in this parish, both at
St Mary’s and St Edwin’s — thank you.
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At the beginning of the year St Mary’s Church closed to enable planned renovations to take place.
We were fortunate to receive support from the Diocese’s Grants’ Officer who is working with the
St Mary’s project group to obtain funding for the short fall needed to complete the project. This
was assisted by the development of a business plan, co-produced with the local community,
which will support the project and its ongoing running costs. Phase one (installation of drainage,
groundworks and necessary clearing) is near completion and, once funds are secured, we can
move onto fabrication of the space including the installation of a toilet, kitchen and access for
disabled persons. This is an exciting step towards the creation of a warm, accessible and
welcoming space fit for worship, as a Festival Church, with the ability to host community events.

In the parish, we have continued to offer a range of services throughout the year. Through
prayer, word and sacrament, our worship aims to encourage and enrich faith and fellowship.
Although St Mary’s Church has been closed for public worship, St Edwin’s has continued to offer
a weekly Sunday Service for the whole parish.

The established pattern of worship, including BCP
Holy Communion, Service of the Word and
Common Worship Holy Communion, attracts an
average attendance of 20 people per Sunday, with
higher numbers for Church festivals and Family
Services. Children’s Church continues to meet on
a regular basis supported by five or six families.
The children relish the opportunity to participate
in morning worship for Family Service and
festivals, often inviting wider family to the service.

Church
2024

Overall, we estimate that in 2024 there was a regular worshipping community of 12 children and
30 adults with some worshipping weekly and others attending once or twice a month. As we
move into this next year, we hope that developing links with the school and pre-school will
encourage more children and families to join Sunday services and festivals both at St Edwin’s and
St Mary’s, once this reopens for worship. We also hope that plans for a music group and
community choir will further enrich our worship and enable more people to connect with their
local church.

Alongside regular services, we enable our community to
celebrate and thank God at the milestones of the
journey through life. Through baptism we thank God for
the gift of life; in marriage, public vows are exchanged
with God’s blessing and through funeral services friends
and family express their grief and give thanks for the life
which is now complete in this world and commend the
person into God's keeping. In 2024 we celebrated one
baptism and two weddings and held two funerals in St
Edwin’s church where we said our farewells to Muriel
Waites and George Dodds, both long standing and
much-loved members of St Edwin’s church.
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In the Parish of Coniscliffe we have an established vocation around outreach into the local
community and are often commended on our warm welcome to visitors. This year we have
continued to enjoy an impressive social calendar including 3 coffee mornings, Burns Night, a quiz,
music concerts, cinema nights and a bargain sale as well as the ever-popular Beer and Carols
hosted by the Spotted Dog. Whilst we often talk about how much money has been raised by
these events, what is far more important is the offer of fellowship into the wider community.
Thank you to everyone who supported these endeavours. The link between church and school is
very important to us so this year we have explored new ways to connect with the local school
and pre-school. Our thanks must go to Celia Howarth for driving forward this work on behalf of
the church. In December 2024 St Edwin’s was delighted to host a Christmas service for the local
school and children from the school sang at one of our advent services.

Within the parish we wish to improve communication with, and support for, the wider
community. In the past year, our parish newsletter was distributed bi-monthly to all parishioners
to keep the parish informed of the important matters affecting our Churches and community
alongside some articles that offer food for thought about the Christian faith. Thanks go to Carolyn
Hardy for her considerable work with this. Furthermore, helping those in need is also a
demonstration of our faith. At Christmas, gifts were collected and passed to Darlington
Assistance for Refugees. Contributions to the church from Christmas Eve Services and Harvest
were shared with The Children’s Society and local foodbanks respectively. The church also
undertook fundraising for our local hospice, St Teresa’s Hospice. In the coming year we intend to
review how we can increase our financial giving to others as a church community.

Overall, there is much to be thankful for in Coniscliffe. In the coming year we look forward to
how our churches will develop and how we can, with God’s grace and guidance, grow the
Kingdom of God and serve the local community.

Revd Deborah Robinson
MSE Associate Minister
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The Parochial Church Council

The Parochial Church Council or PCC is the governing body of both our parish churches. The PCC
is responsible for the overall wellbeing, practical as well as spiritual, of their church - both the
church members, and the church buildings. PCC members are therefore accountable for making
decisions on all matters of general concern and importance to the parish including deciding on
how the funds of the PCC are to be spent. The PCC also has a duty to promote the mission of the
church within the wider community.

The method of appointment of PCC members is set out in the Church Representation Rules. In
Coniscliffe, membership of the PCC consists of the incumbent, associate minister, churchwardens
and members elected by those members of the congregation who are on the electoral roll of the
church. All those who attend our services / members of the congregation are encouraged to
register on the Electoral Roll and stand for election to the PCC.

PCC members who have served following the APCM in 2024 until the date of this report was
approved were:

Ex Officio
Priest in Charge The Revd Jennifer Croft (Until resignation in June 2024)
Churchwardens Mrs Elizabeth Steel (St Edwin’s Church)

Mrs Carolyn Hardy (St Edwin’s Church)

Mrs Elizabeth Hodgson (St Mary’s Church)

Mrs Shirley Chalmers (St Mary’s Church)
Associate Minister The Revd Deborah Robinson
Deanery Synod Reps Mrs Elizabeth Steel

Mrs Valerie MacKenzie (Until resignation in November 2024)
Elected Members Mr Patrick Howarth

Mrs Celia Howarth
Mrs Hilda Armstrong

Mr Fred Bowron

Church Electoral Roll Report

A new Church Electoral Roll must be prepared every sixth year beginning with 2025.
Accordingly, notice was given and application forms shared with the congregation and parish in
February 2025. We have been encouraged to receive a significant number of new applications,
mainly from Piercebridge residents and from families associated with Children’s Church. At the
time of writing, the Church Electoral Roll for Coniscliffe 2025 stands at 80. In 2024 there were
69 on the Electoral Roll, compared to 67 in 2023.

Mrs Carolyn Hardy
Church Warden — St Edwin’s
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Church Warden’s Report (St Mary’s Church)

St Mary’s church has been closed for about a year, however there has been a welcome from St
Edwin’s for communion & worship.

The renovation project has moved forward this year with the PCC being kept informed, involved
and giving approval at all the stages.

We were granted time from Chris Young by the DAC for help and advice with grant applications
which has been a great success. We are still waiting for grant applications to be finalised so
Phase Two, work on the inside of the church building, can start. This will hopefully be by the end
of May. Phase Two will ensure the building is fit for purpose for both worship and social use, with
the addition of a toilet and kitchen. This will be a great asset for the Parish & parishioners.

It is pleasing to report that support for a place of worship and community space is still strong
within the Parish. Once the church is completed it will enable fundraising to be planned.

Mrs Liz Hodgson & Mrs Shirley Chalmers

Church Warden’s Report (St Edwin’s Church)

We continue to have approximately 30 regular attendees at church on a Sunday morning, with
around 20 being the average attendance each week. Festival services such as Harvest and
Christmas continue to be very well supported, and it is a joy to see the church full of young
children from the school and pre-school taking part.

Communicants continue to be offered the option of taking the wine from the chalice or by
intinction where this is preferred. Fundraising events have been hugely successful including the
annual bargain sale last year and the Beer and Carols in December. We have also hosted the
Northern Voices Choir and The Wilsons A Cappella Folk Group, as well as two film nights.
Thanks go to Rev Debs, James and Eliza for organising and running the cinema nights although
these, disappointingly, were not well supported but perhaps the cold weather made people
reluctant to leave home.

We continue to work hard at keeping the church well maintained which is difficult due to the
lack of able hands and our thanks go to all church and PCC members who give their time to
help with this. On a more optimistic note, whilst compiling the new Electoral Roll, we have
taken the opportunity to ask parishioners if they would be willing to help out, either with
church cleaning or at events and there has been an encouraging response, including residents
who we do not actually see at church services. Perhaps, hopefully, this will enable us to host
more fundraising events such as the popular posh Christmas tea.

Throughout, Liz and Val continued to attend the Synod meetings and thanks go to Val for her

support with this.
Mrs Liz Steel & Mrs Carolyn Hardy
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Fabric Report (St Mary’s Church)

St Mary’s Church has not been open for any form of worship for about a year due to the plans to
convert the building, making it a fit for purpose building, as both a community and worship space,
keeping the chancel.

We had a Quinquennial report done in 2024. This highlighted a couple of minor
recommendations. However, the building work to facilitate the alterations, has been quoted for
and includes all the recommended necessary work.

A major addition has been the installation of a sewer pipe (Phase One) to the mains drainage to
the north of the church from the northwest corner of the church building. This had to have lots
of permissions and agreements before it could commence. The connection into the church will
be done in Phase Two when work begins inside.

Installation was achieved by using an underground directional drill called a Mole. This form of
pipe work satisfied the following:

* DBC

* Northumbria Water Board

* Archaeologists - greatly enabled with the support of Lydia Bowron

* Village Green lawyer

* Neighbouring properties

* DAC (4 metres within churchyard)

* Lord Barnard (Landowner Village Green) has incurred an agreement cost of 5p a year

Maintenance of the churchyard has continued with Shirley and other village volunteers.

Mrs Liz Hodgson & Mrs Shirley Chalmers
Church Wardens — St Mary’s

Fabric Report (St Edwin’s Church)

A big thank you to all those who have helped clean and maintain the Church, its grounds and the
cemetery.

The much-delayed Quinquennial Inspection took place in the first half of the year. This identified
several recommendations for works to be carried out over the next five years. The most
significant related to dampness. Firstly, either side of the chancel above the altar: this needs
some stonework on the outside to stop water ingress, then redecoration. There is also dampness
on the west wall next to the tower, again alterations to the stonework are recommended, and
repointing of a large section of the wall. Quotes for all this work are being sought with a view to
creating a project plan and seeking grants to enable the work to be completed.

The report also identified dampness on the timbers in the Tower. The architect recommended
environmental monitoring of the church and tower, to measure both temperature and humidity
to try and identify the source of the dampness. | would like to thank James for installing sensors
throughout the church. The data is proving to be very useful. It has already enabled us to make
changes to the timing of the heating, saving money. It is too early to say where the dampness is
coming from in the tower.
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One final recommendation related to the heating system. It will at some point need replacing. It
is old, very costly to run and creates large carbon emissions. We will have to look at this in the
coming years.

During the year we also had a full survey of all the trees in both the graveyard and cemetery. This
identified a few issues with dead trees, and branches on larger trees encroaching on
neighbouring property. A tree surgeon addressed both matters. Routine maintenance and health
and safety checks were carried out throughout the year and no major issues arose from these.

During the year we entered into new electricity contracts with EDF. The old contract with Total
Energies dated back to pre- times, so the new costs are far higher. In anticipation of this we
replaced the heating in the Hall with more modern infra-red panels. These are more efficient and
have time controls. We took the opportunity to put heating into the toilets to reduce dampness
and stop mould growing. The new system is working well and although the electricity costs are
higher, as expected, the increase is far less than it would have been if the work had not been
done. We were fortunate to obtain a grant of just over £2,000 from the diocese for the work.

Pat Howarth
PCC Treasurer

Safeguarding Report

This report provides an overview of the safeguarding practices implemented at St Edwin’s and St
Mary’s Churches during the past year, highlighting our dedication to creating a safe and
welcoming environment for all members, particularly children and adults with care and support
needs, in accordance with the Church of England's safeguarding policies. The Parish Safeguarding
Officer utilises the National Safeguarding Dashboard to drive forward best practice.

This year the PCC has...

e adopted, publicised and promoted 'Promoting a Safer Church' policy

e displayed 'Promoting a Safer Church' posters

e ensured that safeguarding is a standing agenda item at every PCC meeting, and receives
regular reports form the Parish Safeguarding Officer

e regularly reviewed their Safeguarding Action Plan

e reviewed and approved a procedure to deal promptly with any safeguarding concern or
allegation

e followed the Church of England’s safeguarding guidance

e ensured that churchwardens are aware of their safeguarding responsibilities

e ensured that the Parish Safeguarding officer, church wardens and PCC members have
undertaken required safeguarding training

e confirmed that DBS Administrators undertake the required safeguarding training

e committed itself to comply with the Church of England's Safer Recruitment and People
Management Guidance

Revd Deborah Robinson
Parish Safeguarding Officer
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Deanery Synod

The Deanery Plan will be updated after 2025, for a further five years. It is likely that more parishes
are to join together. We at St Edwin’s and St Mary’s are in a benefice with All Saints, Blackwell.
There is general concern about all parishes in the future.

Christians Against Poverty “CAP” continues, looked after by Nick Auty.

St Mark’s and St Herbert’s with St John’s parishes are both without vicars. St John’s church
building is up for sale. St Cuthbert’s is a “Resourcing church” with 5 years (2023-28) of funding in
place. There is work being done amongst young people, choirs etc, in the town centre and
beyond. During 2024 our Revd Jen was on sick leave and as time went on was not able to return.
We in Coniscliffe have Revd Debs, various clergy, readers, our dedicated church wardens, helpers
and parishioners to keep us going. Things appear to be going along as well as possible in all
parishes.

Mrs Liz Steel & Mrs Valerie MacKenzie
Deanery Synod Representative

Financial Report

Firstly, a word of thanks to everyone who has contributed in any way to the funding of the
Parish throughout 2024. Those who give through the weekly collection or by pledging
money either directly or through the Parish Giving Scheme. In addition, many people give of
their time and talents to organise or help with fundraising. Without such generosity we
would not be able to bear witness to God in both churches.

At the end of the financial year the accumulated funds for the parish stood as follows.

2024 2023
Total funds £121,652 £124,159
Of which
Current Account £26,651** £15,139
CCLA Accounts £94,964 £109,233

** £11,000 of this represents restricted funds for the St Mary’s Project (Donations and Grants)

The reduction in funds is entirely due to the spending on phase 1 of the St Mary’s Project.
Though this was just over £17,000, interest on the CCL account along with income from
grants and donations offset about £13,500 of this. As things stand, we still have £83,797
restricted for the remaining costs. Our thanks go out to Liz and Shirley for all their work in
securing additional funds and keeping an eye on costs. Phase two will go ahead as soon as
possible, and we are awaiting news on further grant applications. We have also agreed that
£15,000 be kept as a reserve to cover running costs in the first three years, whilst income is
built up when the church is back in use.
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The accumulated funds do not show the running costs for the parish against income. These are
as follows,

Total Income generated in 2024 £35,411
Total expenditure in the parish £37,218
Balance -£1,807

This figure does not include the interest from the Church of England deposit account or donations
and grants linked to St Mary’s.

The final balance was affected by the costs of installing new heating in the Hall which cost
just under £5,000, without that we would be in credit. We will in future years see a benefit
to our accounts due to reduced energy costs in the hall. We were able to secure a grant
towards the project of £2000, but this was not paid into the accounts in time for the 2024
accounts.

Income was boosted by fundraising; a large range of events were organised raising a total of
£3,474 over the year.

The contribution to the diocese parish share was set at £8337, which saw it decrease by 30%
from 2023. The decrease was planned as we knew there would be additional costs in 2024
to cover the Quinquennial inspections. Parish share is our largest outlay as it supports the
Diocese to cover the costs of ministry to the whole parish.

Overall, the picture is of a balanced budget, though we are very dependent on rental income
form the hall to balance the books. Our income from Collections was down by £1,000, partly
due to fewer funerals and weddings, which also meant our income from these services was
reduced.

Planned Giving and Gift Aid. The mission and ministry of St Edwin’s and St Mary’s churches

Is first and foremost, funded by the voluntary contributions and Gift Aid of our members and
visitors and is integral to ensuring that the church’s ministry thrives today and into the future.
Voluntary income to church from standing orders and weekly envelopes (planned giving) to
general unrestricted funds remained broadly the same.

We need to look at reaching out to the parish community to seek their support so, as
mentioned in the Parish priorities, we should be planning a Stewardship campaign in 2025.

Our reserves policy is to be able to cover six months of running costs. Based on last
year’s outturn this amounts to £18,000. Current unrestricted reserves stand at £37,190.
The additional reserves are being built up to contribute to building work on St Edwin’s
Church following the quinquennial inspection.

Pat Howarth
PCC Treasurer
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Parish Dashboards and The Independent Examiners Report
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Independent examiner’s Report to the members of the Coniscliffe Parochial Church Council
(St Edwin’s and St Mary's)

| report on the accounts of the above churches for the year ended 31st December 2024.
Responsibilities of the Parochial Church Council

The Church of England statement on PCC Accountability, which forms part of both the
Church Accounting Regulations 2006 and the Charities Act 2011 establishes clearly that the
members of the PCC are trustees and are the “persons having the general control and
management of the (church) charity” (Charities Act 2011, s177).

The PCC is responsible for all parish finance, its management and control, including the
appointment of a treasurer. While it may delegate some of its duties, this does not remove its
legal responsibilities.

Responsibilities of the External Independent Examiner

It is my responsibility to:

e examine the accounts, under section 145 of the 2011 Charities Act and also the
procedures laid down by the Church of England incorporated in Church Accounting
Regulations 2006.

o state whether particular matters have become evident and to which the attention of
the PCC should be drawn.

Independent examiner’s statement

In connection with my examination of the financial statements presented to me, no matter
has come to my attention:

(1) which gives me reasonable cause to believe that in any material respect the
requirements
e to keep accounting records in accordance with section 130 of the 2011 Act; and
e to prepare financial statements, which accord with the accounting records and
comply with the accounting requirements of the Act
have not been met; or

(2) to which, in my opinion, attention should be drawn in order to enable a proper
understanding of the accounts to be reached.

o

Adam James MAAT

Eric Southwick & Co Accountants Ltd

51 The Avenue, Seaham, Co Durham SR7 8NS
Registration Number:15159373
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