
Page 1 of 41 
 

The Church of St Mary the Virgin, Titchmarsh 
Peterborough Diocese: Notice under Section 20(5) of the Endowments and Glebe Measure 1976 
“To enter into an Option Agreement for a period of 10 years with IM Properties to promote 114 
acres of Glebe Land for development” 

Parochial Church Council Representation to the Peterborough Diocesan Board of 
Finance 

Introduction 

On 11th July the Diocesan Secretary informally advised the incumbent of the Church of St Mary The Virgin, 
Titchmarsh, Revd Canon Brian Withington, of the Diocese’ intention to pursue development of glebe land 
between Thrapston and Titchmarsh.  A sub-group of Titchmarsh Parochial Church Council (PCC) met 
Diocesan representatives at an online meeting on 17th July to gain more information regarding the 
development and the process through which the Diocese intends to move the scheme forward.   

At an emergency meeting on 19th July the PCC considered the Diocese’ intention and resolved to take every 
opportunity to make representations to the Diocese regarding the glebe land development.   

On 21 July 2020 the Secretary of the PCC received a formal Notice from the Diocesan Secretary, informing 
the PCC that the Diocese’ Glebe and Trust Committee and the Board of Finance had agreed to enter into an 
Option Agreement to promote glebe land at Titchmarsh for development.  The Notice requested that any 
representations be made to the Diocesan Secretary before 14th August 2020.   

On Wednesday 29th July 2020, the PCC met with two representatives of the Peterborough Diocesan Board 
of Finance(PDBF) who provided further explanation of the Diocese’ position and principally that the main 
driver for the proposal relates to the long term investment strategy of the Diocese which is to reduce its 
portfolio of agricultural land, as this is currently yielding low returns, in favour of higher return investments. 
This had become more urgent because of the impact of covid-19 on finances and a housing scheme in 
Kettering yielding lower returns due to an undetected geological fault on the site.   

This Representation firstly describes: 
• the current situation of the church and church community in the village of Titchmarsh and the 

work of the church there over the last 30 years or so; 
• the likely impact of a decision to proceed with an Option Sale on the Local Church and its key 

relationships with the local community and the Diocese; 
• the current position of the glebe land in the Local Plan and formal planning guidance; 
• environmental and climate considerations relevant to the site and any development on it.   

The Representation goes on to discuss the PCC’s principal concerns regarding the Diocese agreement and 
its underpinning rationale.  In conclusion the Representation states the PCC’s position regarding the 
Diocese’ agreement to enter into an Option Agreement for a period of 10 years with IM Properties to 
promote 114 acres of Glebe Land for development.   

Background 

The village of Titchmarsh, comprising roundly 650 souls, sits in rural East Northamptonshire, roughly 
midway between Peterborough and Northampton on a north-south axis, and midway between Huntingdon 
and Kettering on an east-west axis.  Titchmarsh is approximately two miles from Thrapston and the junction 
between the A14 and A45 trunk roads, and the A605 Thrapston to Peterborough road.   

Previously within a four-church benefice, in 2005 as part of a major reordering of local benefices 
Titchmarsh joined Aldwincle, Clopton, Pilton, Stoke Doyle, Thorpe Achurch, and Wadenhoe to form the 
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Seven Churches benefice covering the Nene valley north of Thrapston.  The Seven Churches benefice is part 
of the Oundle Deanery.   

The Titchmarsh glebe land subject to the Diocese’ decision and of this Representation is illustrated more 
fully in Appendix 1.   

The Diocese’ decision on this matter has provoked considerable concern amongst the wider community of 
Titchmarsh and its surrounding parishes.  Strong concern has been expressed in letters to the Bishop of 
Peterborough in his role as overall leader of the Diocese and the Diocesan Board of Finance, and in a local 
petition asking the Diocese to reverse its decision to sell a development option .  Whilst not formally part of 
the PCC’s Representation, copies of the petition and of some of the letters are given as Appendices 3 and 4 
to this document.   

The Church in Titchmarsh 

In the late 1980s the church in Titchmarsh was at a tipping point.  The church building was in very poor 
structural condition: the PCC, unable to mobilise the resources required for restoration, confronted the 
prospect of accelerating decline.  The potential loss of their church building and Christian centre for the 
community precipitated a well-attended village meeting where the initiation of a formal programme of 
restoration and reordering was endorsed.  A small number of villagers made significant donations to seed a 
refurbishment fund and set out on a path of physical and spiritual reconstruction.  Whilst most of those 
pioneers have now stepped back, the ever strengthening links between the Church and non-church 
communities established then have proved invaluable, and an enthusiastic commitment to the five marks 
of Christian mission has ensured a continuing supply of PCC members to “pick up the baton”.   

Physical Restoration and Reconstruction 

Nearly 30 years on, the church is now at the centre of village life.  The building was largely repaired and 
restored in phases between 1995 and 2006, using a combination of locally raised funds and grants.  From 
2006, work on the building has focussed on equipping it to cope with the demands and expectations of the 
21st Century.  Installation of warm air heating was followed in 2011 by a reordering scheme, removing the 
fixed pews, and installing accessible toilets and a servery.  Restoration of the organ, completed in 2017, is 
currently being complemented by a scheme for the installation of up-to-date audio-visual equipment.   

The PCC’s work in raising funds and managing the adaptation of the church to function as both a place of 
worship and a community space has encouraged many more people to enter the building.  Whilst some 
initially attend social events many have become more comfortable in joining services, particularly for 
festivals and other special occasions.   

Spiritual Reconstruction, Growth, and Service 

Over the same 30-year period and particularly over the last 10 years or so, our church and church 
community have become central to village life, practicing mission through living the Word.  Though the 
church electoral roll has more than doubled, now standing at around 42, that statistic underplays the scale 
of both the church’s engagement in the village and the support it receives from the wider community.  
Church members play a leading role in wider village institutions and the church is widely supported both 
financially and in kind by those who are not formal church members.   

St Mary’s, Titchmarsh is not the archetypal declining rural church with a few elderly stalwarts attending 
church a couple of times a month.  We are a lively, growing and vibrant church with strong connections 
with the community.  We hold five services a month including a Family service and Sunday School.  Regular 
church attendance has increased, and we routinely fill our large church at festivals.  We have established a 
Benefice Youth Group for teenagers and hold messy Easters & Harvests, Forest Schools and Christingle 
services for younger members of the community.  During the covid-19 emergency we have hosted weekly 
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virtual services for the Seven Churches Benefice.  Since the 2011 reordering the church has played host to 
numerous community events and has again become the hub of the village.  Details of the uses made of the 
church in 2019 are given in Appendix 2.   

During the recent covid-19 lockdown our church community provided caring and loving service at the 
forefront of Support@Titchmarsh, an informal community group formed to provide care and support to 
villagers who were vulnerable or shielding, in the weeks before the “professional services” properly 
mobilised.  A list of “at risk” villagers has been maintained and shopping and prescriptions collected and 
delivered.  Local key workers were also identified and gifts bought to demonstrate the community’s 
appreciation of their efforts.  In a further development, the PCC has facilitated and underwritten a 
charitable fund (SupportFund@Titchmarsh) available to provide short term financial support to any villager 
finding themselves in straitened circumstances as a result of the economic disruption caused by covid-19.   

Support@Titchmarsh now provides help and support, outside the scope of emergency services, to any 
member of our village who suffers illness, bereavement, or other harm or misfortune.   

Laity and Clergy 

St Mary’s has been fortunate to benefit from dedicated, godly, and thoughtful clergy.  As a church 
community we are enormously grateful for the leadership and support that they have given us and 
wouldn’t have had a minute less.  That said, we believe that parish (and benefice) leadership is a joint 
undertaking between clergy and laity.  If St Mary’s mission had depended solely on the ordained, and 
stopped and started with their arrival and departure, we’d still be worshiping in a semi-ruin.  As it is, the 
PCC has not allowed two extended periods with no incumbent clergy from 1985 to 1992 and 2003 to 2007, 
or two parish/benefice reorganisations, to check our reconstruction and growth programme which has 
continued regardless.   

The lay church community at St Mary’s has worked hard alongside (but not because of) its clergy to 
proclaim Christianity, and to teach, baptise and nurture new believers.  The Sunday School and Benefice 
Youth Group were both started on the initiative of PCC members.  During the covid-19 lockdown online 
services were initiated and run by the PCC providing our clergy with the opportunity to officiate and 
preach.  With a typical attendance of 40, the format of our online services has allowed engagement and 
involvement by those living in and beyond our Seven Churches Benefice.   

The burden of increasing parish share meant that in 2017, with the other benefice churches and prior to 
Canon Brian’s appointment, we reluctantly decided to move to a half-time incumbent.  We are pleased that 
this does not appear to have had an adverse effect on the growth of our parish life.   

Finance 

In common with the wider Church of England finance is for us always a consideration.  That said, our 
success in local mission has enabled us to repair and renew our building, always pay our parish share, and 
provide support to local and international charities.  Last year (2019) we held a stewardship campaign 
which with the generous help of the village turned an £8k loss into an £8k profit.  In the last 30 years we 
have successfully delivered physical projects to the tune of around £1m, funded by a combination of grants 
and generous support from the village.  We contribute 40% of the Seven Churches’ benefice share.   

Impact of a Diocese’ Decision to Proceed with an Option Sale on the Local Church and its Key 
Relationships 

St Mary’s PCC is most concerned that a Diocese’ decision to proceed with the option sale will do 
immeasurable damage to relationships which are fundamental to the ministry and mission of the church 
and will represent a failure of pastoral care.  The relationships we believe to be particularly at risk are those 
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between our parish church and the community to whom we minister and serve, and between the parish 
(and benefice) and Diocese.   

The Parish Church and its Community 

The congregation of St Mary the Virgin, Titchmarsh has worked steadily and successfully over a period of 
approaching 30 years to: 

• rebuild an active Christian community within the village;  
• increase the church’s engagement with the wider village community; 
• repair and restore the church building and equip it as a place of worship and community gathering 

fit for the 21st century, and; 
• energise (and increasingly finance) the benefice of which we are part.   

These four tasks have proved to be mutually reinforcing, the second two notably often feeding back into 
the first, a virtuous circle.  The development of long-term trusting relationships between the church 
community and other individuals and groups within the village and the demonstration of true Christian care 
have been fundamental to our success.   

In building trust, one of the largest obstacles the PCC has had to overcome is a perception, general amongst 
the local public, that the Church of England through its various institutions is financially well-endowed, 
obsessed with money, and lacking in charity.  By its local action and with much patient explanation, the PCC 
has created much improved understanding of the parish’s position amongst villagers.  This means we are 
listened to and supported in both moral and financial terms.   

From discussions with the PCC in 2008, the Diocese should be fully aware that (having been sensitised by 
previous “botched” development schemes the consequences of which are still being lived with) an 
overwhelming proportion of the wider village community is opposed to development in the green space 
that surrounds the village, within which the Glebe land sits.   

The PCC believes that the Diocese’ current pursuit of a wholly speculative and unwanted industrial 
development on the village’s doorstep will alienate a significant proportion of the local community and set 
back our church’s relationship with the wider village by years.  The local distrust created will inevitably 
cause some villagers to question the church’s commitment to local pastoral care and impact negatively on 
our church’s continuing growth.  Some villagers will question their willingness to continue to support of the 
Church of England in any guise: others are likely to make any continued support conditional on the PCC not 
returning its annual parish share to the Diocese.  Physical and financial contraction will reduce our capacity 
to support the benefice and could raise serious questions as to the benefice’s continuing viability.   

The Parish Church and the Diocese 

In coming to its decision on the development of Titchmarsh glebe land, the Diocese appears to have 
focussed purely on its own investment strategy and the funds it needs to support the recruitment of 
additional clergy.  In arriving at its objectives the Diocese appears to ignore clear evidence that the lay 
church can undertake mission and generate growth, to attribute little or no value to the contributions to 
mission of parish laity, and to give little or no consideration to the circumstances within which lay church 
members work.   

Particularly following discussions over glebe land in 2008, and again in 2018 (when the PCC consented to 
the sale of 9 acres to Messrs Saica to facilitate a factory extension), the PCC finds it inexplicable and 
distressing that the Diocese administration, professedly committed to growth and mission can, with so little 
thought, no consultation, and no apparent empathy, present a highly contentious development fait 
accompli to a rural community that has steadily increased its support of the local church over the last 30 
years or so.   



Page 5 of 41 
 

It appears to the PCC that by its actions to date, the Diocese has already initiated a breakdown of trust 
between it, Titchmarsh PCC, and indeed the other rural PCC’s within our Benefice.  Titchmarsh PCC is keen 
to reverse this position and to see that its concerns are taken into account when considering matters within 
its parish.  Unfortunately, the way in which the current development option has been devised and 
presented, whilst perhaps legally proper, leaves the PCC at a loss as to how to rebuild a relationship of trust 
and shared mission.   

Local Plans and Planning Guidance 

The 114 acres of land on which the Diocese seeks to sell a development option is currently in agricultural 
use.  The land has not been identified as a strategic site by the local Planning Authority.  It is not in the 
Rural North Oundle and Thrapston Plan, neither is it in the emerging District Wide Plan, nor in the Joint 
Core Strategy.  Any development would therefore be purely speculative and likely to be based on the site’s 
proximity to the A14/ A45/ A605 junction.   

In other respects too, development of the site would be in the face of established planning policy: the 
development is in open countryside and would effectively remove the green space between the ancient 
communities of Thrapston and Titchmarsh.  Development of open countryside is restricted as a matter of 
policy.  The retention of such green space to preserve the integrity of rural settlements is an established 
(and well considered) policy.   

Whilst a development on the site may create employment, the Local Plan is clear that “it is not necessary to 
identify major new greenfield employment sites in (or around) Thrapston”.  No requirement for additional 
employment in the area is identified, indeed a significant proportion of those already working at the 
adjacent Halden’s Parkway site already commute into the site from Peterborough, Corby and other 
surrounding industrial towns (creating traffic congestion and air pollution).   

With respect to the demand for logistics warehouse facilities, whilst only a snapshot, one property agency 
currently notes almost 240 vacant warehouse properties in the East Midlands region, including four, each 
of more than 1 million square feet, and a further five, each between 500,000 and 1 million square feet.   

The Diocese currently foresees the land being developed as an industrial and logistics park.  However, 
planning policy on development of large distribution centres is that they should be at locations served by 
rail and/or water (neither of which modes are present at Thrapston) as well as road.   

Whilst the matters noted above are primarily related to civil planning, to the extent that the Diocese’ 
proposal to develop is not consistent with Local Plans and Policies, the PCC would have expected the 
Diocese to exercise a duty of care to local parishes and inhabitants by considering the likely impact of its 
actions before agreeing to proceed with the sale option.  It is ironic that the Diocese is manoeuvring its 
parishes into a position where they must seek protection against Diocesan speculative property 
development activity through secular authorities.   

Environment and Climate Change 

In his foreword to the Church of England’s Environment Programme, Archbishop Justin Welby states that 
“Reducing the causes of climate change is essential to the future of life on earth.  It is a way to love our 
neighbours and to steward the gift of creation”.  General Synod has also set new targets for all parts of the 
church to work to become carbon ‘net zero’ by 2030.   

The government-sponsored research report Absolute Zero, prepared by FIRES (a consortium of academics 
and industrial partners from resource-intensive sectors) sets out the scale of challenge society faces in 
achieving zero carbon emissions by 2050.  Considering current technology and any advances likely prior to 
2050, Absolute Zero notes that, even when “electrified”, road use will have to fall to 60% of 2020 levels 
through reducing distance travelled and reducing vehicle weight.  Absolute Zero firmly puts to bed the 
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Micawberish fallacy that miraculous technological advances will simply “turn up” and allow society’s 
current behaviour patterns to continue undisturbed.   

The International Council on Clean Transportation, in its 2017 White Paper notes that heavy goods vehicle 
road freight is a disproportionate contributor to pollution, representing less than 10% of all vehicles 
but roughly 40% of their carbon emissions.   

Whilst electric cars are becoming reasonably well-established technology, the technological 
challenges of “electrifying” heavy goods vehicles, the current staple of road-based logistics, are an 
exceedingly long way from being met.  The clear technological implication of our society’s position is 
that logistics chains will have to be radically reengineered and redesigned if carbon ‘net zero’ is ever 
to be achieved.  Against this background the sense, and morality, of actively promoting logistics facilities 
based solely around road transport hubs are clearly open to serious question.   

At a more local level, formal complaints have already been registered regarding noise pollution from the 
adjacent Haldens Parkway site.  There are also strong concerns over light pollution from the same location.  
Any development on the adjacent Titchmarsh glebe land will only increase these problems of noise and 
light pollution.  The local road network is already congested at peak commuting and shift-change times.  
Further lorry traffic generated by any development and inbound commuting from Peterborough, Corby and 
other surrounding industrial towns will only creating additional traffic congestion and exacerbate air 
pollution.   

Local concerns over additional pollution of all types are heightened as the land encompassed by the 
Diocese intended option sale sits within the designated Natural England specific consultation 0-2km buffer 
zone of the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits Special Protection Area (SPA).   

Discussion 

Peterborough Diocese, in the person of its Board of Finance, has presented Titchmarsh PCC with the 
Board’s agreement to sell a development option on 114 acres of Titchmarsh glebe land as a fait accompli.  
Whilst the PCC understands the Board of Finance’ strategic position and empathises with the financial 
pressures it faces (the PCC being no stranger to financial pressures itself), the PCC is deeply concerned by 
the Diocese’ and Board’s narrow interpretation of mission as effectively being the pursuit of money to pay 
for clergy.  The PCC notes that the Diocese is following rules and process, largely defined by the Church 
Property Measure 2018, but is concerned that, in this case, the Diocese has lost sight of its wider objectives 
and responsibilities in respect of mission and the care of souls, and is behaving as no more than a secular 
property developer.   

The PCC is distressed that its Diocese appears incapable of empathy with its rural parish or of investigating 
other viable potential futures for the Titchmarsh glebe land which would have less destructive 
consequences for the local church and for the land itself.   

Whilst, from a purely financial perspective, the option sale may look rational and strategic to the Diocese, it 
will fly directly in the face of providing loving service to the surrounding local community, and to the 
environment.  It is the PCC’s considered view that proceeding with the sale of the option and reaping the 
rewards of any future industrial and logistics development on the Titchmarsh glebe land will fundamentally 
undermine both the local church’s hard-won success in Christian mission, and the Diocese’ wider credibility 
as a body seriously committed to ministry in the holistic sense, as evidenced by all five marks of mission.   

Supported by all Local Plan documentation and advice from elected representatives, the PCC views 
development on the site as unwanted and inappropriate.  The PCC also holds that, whatever may be done 
regarding environmental mitigations, the very nature of the scheme is counter to the safeguarding and 
fostering the life of the earth: its location means that it will be locked into a high carbon distribution model; 
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it will give rise to otherwise unnecessary commuting; and it will increase local pollution levels.  In the PCC’s 
view these are not developments with which the church should be associated.   

The PCC sees that the way in which the scheme has been progressed, and particularly the absence of any 
meaningful consultation with the parishes directly affected, has already undermined the level of trust that 
local parishes have in the Diocese.  Proceeding with the sale will drive an even deeper wedge between the 
Diocese and these parishes.   

Conclusion 

As explained above, Titchmarsh PCC can see no merit and much negative and destructive potential in the 
Diocese’ agreement to enter into an Option Agreement for a period of 10 years with IM Properties to 
promote 114 acres of Glebe Land for development.   

Should an Option Agreement be signed, the PCC can see no prospect of its concerns regarding Titchmarsh 
glebe land being taken into account.  The way in which the development option has been devised and 
presented means that the PCC has no option other than to request that the Diocese reverses its decision 
and withdraws the proposal option sale.   

Should the Diocese decide to proceed with the sale of the option as currently envisaged, Titchmarsh PCC 
will, in conjunction with our local community, leave no stone unturned in its efforts to block any 
development on the site.   

Church of St Mary the Virgin Parochial Church Council 
11th August 2020 
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Appendices 

1. Graphics and photographs of the glebe land site 

2. Uses of St Mary the Virgin Church, Titchmarsh during 2019 

3. Petition signed by 1166 Titchmarsh residents, ex-Titchmarsh residents (worldwide), and 
friends of Titchmarsh 

4. Letters of concern to the Bishop from Titchmarsh residents and friends of the village 
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Graphics and photographs of the glebe land site     Appendix 1 

 

Figure 1 Aerial view showing extent of proposed development option (violet) in relation to the Titchmarsh village envelope (light 
green, upper centre and right) and the existing built up area of Thrapston (bottom left).  Nature reserve in top right corner. - Image 
courtesy of Google Earth and Pete Jousiffe 

 

Figure 2 Area of Titchmarsh glebe land proposed for development option sale (shaded pink) showing relationship with Titchmarsh, 
Thrapston, and local transport infrastructure.  Blue shaded area shows glebe land sold to Messrs Saica. - Image courtesy of 
Ordnance Survey   
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Appendix 1 (cont.) 

 

Figure 3 View of glebe land from existing industrial development towards Titchmarsh, Newbrook Farm to top right - Image courtesy 
of Laura Stokes 

 

Figure 4 View of glebe land from west of A605 showing edge of Thrapston built up area (lower right), and Titchmarsh (centre) - 
Image courtesy of Laura Stokes 

 

Figure 5 View from glebe land adjacent to Ranway, west towards nature reserve - Image courtesy of Jackie Rowe  
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Appendix 2 
Uses of St Mary the Virgin Church, Titchmarsh during 2019  
Services:  
• • Weekly Church Services on a Sunday morning  
• • Monthly Sunday school  
• • Monthly Family Services on Sunday afternoon  
• • Funerals, baptisms and weddings  
• • Easter Services incl Maundy Thursday Last Supper & Good Friday  
• • Christmas Carol Service  
• • Christingle  
• • School services  
School Use:  
• • May Day celebrations & maypole dancing  
• • Nativity plays,  
• • Concerts  
• • Autumn Fayre  
• • Project Work  
Weekly Café on Monday Mornings 9-11 a.m. – average attendance 30 young mums and retired villagers  
Meetings:  
• • Bi-weekly breakfast & bible study  
• • AGMs for Church & Village Shop  
Village Events/fundraisers:  
• • 12th Night Ceilidh  
• • Wine tasting evening  
• • Messy Easter & Messy Harvest  
• • Brass band concert & supper  
• • Boundary Walk lunch  
• • Joules Sale  
• • Teas for open gardens  
• • Village fete  
• • Summer Ball  
• • Forest School – 3 Mondays in school holidays  
• • Village Fruit & Vegetable Show  
• • Harvest lunch  
• • Shop & Pre-school Christmas Fayre  
• • Christmas Wreath making evening  
Non-village use requiring organisation and support from the village:  
• • Rusty Players of Oundle  
• • Polaris Opera  
• • Oundle International Organ School  
• • Huntingdon Philharmonic  
• • Phinesta Taylor  
• • Guided tours for local U3As (3)  
• • Teas for Open Garden scheme  
• • Macmillan coffee morning  
 
Private Parties: 60th birthday, Village Shop manager’s retirement party 
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Petition    Appendix 3 

Call to the Church of England to reconsider its decision to develop arable land between 
Titchmarsh and Thrapston, Northamptonshire 

The Church of England Diocese of Peterborough has agreed to sell an option for the 
development of 114 acres of land between Titchmarsh and Thrapston (between the A605 and 
Ranway).  The intended change of use from farming to industrial and logistics will effectively 
eliminate the green space which currently lies between the two ancient communities and 
undermine the integrity of Titchmarsh as a self-standing and thriving rural village.  

We the undersigned call on the Bishop of Peterborough and his administration to reverse their 
decision, and their policies, to protect the integrity of Titchmarsh and other village communities 
and to halt the transformation of the Church of England into a property development company.  

Serial Name (First) Name (Last) Entry Date 
# - - - 

[1166 records included] 
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Letters to Bishop                 Appendix 4 

The Diocese’ decision on this matter has provoked considerable concern amongst the wider community of 
Titchmarsh and its surrounding parishes. Strong concern has been expressed in letters to the Bishop of 
Peterborough in his role as overall leader of the Diocese and the Diocesan Board of Finance. Whilst not 
formally part of the PCC’s Representation, copies of some of the letters are given in this Appendix to 
evidence the strength of local concern over the Diocese’ decision. 

[Letters not included in public copy of Representation.] 
 

******* 
 


