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How can we reduce the carbon footprint of our church building.  The initial reaction may be to seek to install solar panels on the church roof, a wind turbine on the tower and double glaze the stained glass.  A more measured approach may create an equally eco-friendly end result with less risk to the historic fabric of the church and with less financial outlay from the PCC.

Increasingly the life time carbon foot print of a building is recognised as more important than simply looking at a snapshot of CO2 emissions at any one point of time.  Because of their longevity and methods of construction historic church buildings have an inherently low carbon footprint as measured over the whole lifetime of the building.  This is something we should celebrate and should not compromise for the sake of short term energy saving.

Current methods of reducing energy consumption – cavity wall insulation, double glazing and roof or loft insulation – are either not possible in historic churches or can seriously compromise the fabric.  Few churches have cavity walls.  Double glazing and secondary glazing can damage stained glass.  Roof insulation can cause serious problems with lead roofs.  There may be situations where such measures can be undertaken, but professional advice should be sought and great care taken to ensure that problems are not created.

Simpler measures such as the use of energy saving bulbs, ensuring the heating is working efficiently, that the church is not being heated needlessly and perhaps even turning the thermostat down a degree or two should be the starting point in each and every church building.  One contentious issue is the use of floodlighting.  Assuming an energy efficient system floodlighting should only be used for limited hours and every effort may to avoid light pollution.  Depending on the form of heating used destratification fans, heat baffles and air dams may help in the more effective use of existing heating systems.  

Solar panels and wind turbines offer a apparent visible commitment to green energy.  However careful analysis needs to be made to ensure that the payback time on such installations is sensible, not just in financial terms, but also in energy saving taking into account to manufacturing and installation costs.  Where electricity is the main energy source switching to a green tariff may be a more effective solution.

Overall carbon reductions can be achieved by better organising of transport to church – sharing lifts, walking or cycling if appropriate.  Other eco friendly measures include reducing use of paper and recycling wherever possible.  Consider creating a ‘living churchyard’ providing a richer habitat for wildlife and adding to the network of green corridors facilitating the movement of species across the country.

It is in the repair and development of the building that there is the greatest potential for increasing or reducing the carbon footprint of the building.  This needs to be built into the brief for the project looking at energy conservation and ensuring materials are carefully sourced.  Lighting and heating are obvious areas for special consideration, but also looking at the possibility of local sourcing of materials, the use of environmentally friendly construction techniques and obtaining materials from sustainable or renewable sources.

More detailed advice on environmentally friendly practices is contained in the DAC Leaflets on various aspects of working on your church which can be obtained from the DAC Secretary at Church House.

Church buildings are inherently green

Look to simpler methods of energy conservation first

Ensure that ‘green’ solutions are given real consideration in any building projects.

