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ST MARY THE LESS, THETFORD 
 

1.  Purpose of Report 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to secure funding to enable the preservation of the 
redundant church of St. Mary the Less, Old Bury Road, Thetford which is a grade II* 
listed building, included on both English Heritages and the Norfolk County Councils 
registers of listed Buildings at Risk. 

 

2.  Recommendations 
  It is recommended that the Council/Committee: 
 
2.1 Authorise a formal application to be made to English Heritage for grant aid to 

underwrite up to a maximum of 80% of unrecoverable costs associated with the 
execution of works applicable to an urgent works notice in accordance with sections 
54 of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 – hereafter 
referred to as the Act. 

2.2 Following successful application to English Heritage, authorise the serving of a 
section 54 notice on the current owner of the church 

2.3  In the event that the owner does not comply with the notice, authorise the provision of 
funds to enable the execution of works under the notice until such a time that English 
Heritage award monies as agreed under any offer of grant aid and authorise the 
provision of funds to make up the 20% shortfall in grant aid funding. 

 
Note:  In preparing this report, due regard has been had to equality of opportunity, 
human rights, prevention of crime and disorder, environmental and risk management 
considerations as appropriate.  Relevant officers have been consulted in relation to any 
legal, financial or human resources implications and comments received are reflected in 
the report. 
 

3. Information, Issues and Options 

3.1 Background 

3.1.1 The redundant church of St Mary the Less is a grade II* listed building included on 
both English Heritages and the Norfolk County Councils registers of listed Buildings 
at Risk. Following redundancy, the Church Commissioners disposed of the church 
on the open market and the then owner secured statutory approval to enable the 
conversion of the building for residential use. The ownership of the building has 
changed several times; the approved scheme for conversion has not been 
implemented and has subsequently lapsed. The current owner, who gained title 
absolute in 2004 for £124,000, has not renewed the permissions which lapsed in 
the latter end of 2008 and is currently offering the building on the open market for 
£199,950.  Despite ongoing dialogue, the current owner’s inaction has resulted in 
the unacceptable decline of the building, bringing into question its continued 
preservation. 

3.1.2 In accordance with the relevant sections of the Act, a Local Authority may, under 
Section 54 (an Urgent Works Notice) - execute any works which appear to them to 
be urgently necessary for the preservation of a listed building in their area. 

3.1.3 In recognition of the financial burden which may be placed on a Local Authority and 



the potential requirement to execute associated works where an owner does not 
comply with the notice, English Heritage administers a grant aid scheme, so as to 
underwrite up to a maximum of 80% of any unrecoverable costs or £30,000. The 
application process can take up to 3 months and requires the submission of an 
application form which includes appropriate costings for the relevant works. As the 
grant is for unrecoverable works, the Local Authority will need to front-load the 
funding and subsequently prove that the costs cannot be recovered before the grant 
monies are released. 

3.1.4 A property owner can appeal the requirements of a served notice to the Department 
of Culture, Media and Sport (the D.C.M.S), so, as a precautionary measure, the 
associated outline schedules have been discussed and agreed with English 
Heritages Ecclesiastical Architect, Mr Colin Jeffries. To ensure that our 
requirements are reasonable and able to withstand scrutiny. 

3.1.5 The outline schedules have been costed by the Daniel Connal Partnership. The 
costs associated with a Section 54 notice equate to £47,000.  

3.1.6 English Heritage could, therefore, if application is successful and costs are 
ultimately unrecoverable, award £30,000 towards a Section 54. The 20% shortfall of 
£9,400, which would need to be met by the authority plus the £7,600 above English 
Heritage’s £30,000 limit, is therefore £17,000 in total. 

3.1.7 The District Valuer, in contrast with the estate agents marketing valuation of 
£199,950, is of the opinion that the building currently has a NIL monetary value. The 
D.V has also suggested that residential conversion costs - at £1600 per M2 - 
equate to approximately £750,000, some £150,000 over and above best market 
value post conversion of £600,000. 

3.1.8 This valuation has been relayed back to both owner and agent, yet both are 
adamant that the building is marketed at £199,950; £75,950 over and above 
purchase price with full statutory approval for residential conversion. 

3.2 Issues 

3.2.1 The principal issue is simply that the ongoing preservation of this grade II* listed 
building at risk hangs in the balance due to the inaction of the current owner and 
that funding is required to secure its immediate repair and ultimately its ongoing 
future preservation. 

3.3 Options 

3.3.1 Following authorisation and successful application to English Heritage for grant aid, 
serve an urgent works notice on the owner of the building 

3.3.2 Continue the current dialogue with owner and owners agent - which are proving to 
be ineffective, given the severity of the current situation - to secure the preservation 
of the building 

3.3.3 Do nothing. 

3.4 Reasons for Recommendation(s) 

3.4.1 The authorisation to apply for grant aid to English Heritage would, assuming that 
the application is successful, underwrite a maximum of 80% or £30,000 of 
unrecoverable costs, which would potentially only require a 20% contribution from 
the authority + shortfall described in 3.1.6 above 

3.4.2 An urgent works notice - however it were funded either externally or internally - 
would enable the execution of works required for the immediate preservation of the 
external envelope of the buildings fabric with the least financial outlay 

4. Risk and Financial Implications 

4.1 It is considered that the principal risks are associated with financial implications 



already referred to above.  

4.2 Financial 

4.2.1 Proforma B is attached 

5. Legal Implications 

5.1 Incorporated into the report. 

6. Other Implications   [Insert statement or confirm ‘none’ as appropriate at each 
sub-paragraph] 

a) Equalities: [Insert statement as appropriate from NEW Equalities Guidance for 
Decision Makers – Author to draft but must clear report with Equality Officer]  
None 

b) Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998: None 

c) Section 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006:  None 

d) Human Resources: None 

e) Human Rights:  None 

f) Other:  [e.g. Children’s Act 2004]  None 



 

7. Alignment to Council Priorities 

7.1 Prosperous communities 

 ‘to protect and enhance Breckland’s architectural heritage, historic buildings 
and conservation areas. 

8. Ward/Community Affected 

8.1 Saxon - Thetford 
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