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Foreword
The National Churches Trust has a long history of supporting churches, 
chapels and meeting houses, of every Christian denomination, in every UK 
nation. The creation of the Treasure Ireland programme has enabled us to 
go one step further by providing assistance which focuses on the specific 
challenges facing churches in Northern Ireland. 
 
Northern Ireland has an exceptionally rich heritage of church and chapel 
buildings. This includes 939 listed places of worship, of which 45 churches 
and chapels are designated as Category A, recognising them as buildings 
of the highest heritage significance. However, many places of worship 
in Northern Ireland have been facing significant challenges with those 
responsible for their care unsure where to turn for advice or funding to help 
keep their buildings open and in good repair.
 
We are grateful to The National Lottery Heritage Fund, The Pilgrim Trust and 
the Historic Environment Division at the Department for Communities for 
their partnership and financial support for Treasure Ireland. Their investment 
has enabled the National Churches Trust to appoint a Northern Ireland 
Support Officer who has worked directly with churches on the ground, 
providing vital advice and assistance. It has enabled us to deliver an 
impactful grants programme that has helped places of worship to carry out 
essential maintenance and repairs, helping them to remain open and in use.  
It has also facilitated a programme of events and training that has brought 
together churches of all denominations to learn about tourism, heritage, 
maintenance and traditional craft skills. 

As this report shows, Treasure Ireland has been an outstanding success, 
helping to support places of worship as both historical buildings and 
support places of worship as both historic buildings and vital community 
buildings. Volunteers have gained invaluable skills in caring for and 
maintaining their places of worship, and many churches and chapels have 
extended their opening hours, allowing local communities and visitors alike 
to experience Northern Ireland’s rich ecclesiastical heritage.

The programme has also been transformative for the National Churches 
Trust. Our vision is to see open churches thriving at the heart of their 
communities, and the achievements and learning from Treasure Ireland 
have provided a compelling model for delivering tailored, localised support 
to places of worship—an approach we are committed to building on in the 
years ahead. Our work in Northern Ireland will continue, and we are excited 
about the next chapter as we strive to ensure that places of worship across 
the country remain open, sustainable and in use.

Claire Walker  
Chief Executive, National Churches Trust
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What support was offered to churches?

Treasure Ireland aimed to support an improvement in the maintenance 
and sustainability of places of worship in Northern Ireland. At its core it 
was a Community Grants programme which offered grants of between 
£500 - £10,000 for proactive repairs and maintenance to prevent fabric 
deterioration that often leads to larger problems. 

The programme also included several other elements: 

It initially offered church volunteers access to vetted contractors on 
framework contracts bookable through MaintenanceBooker for small 
maintenance projects. For larger maintenance projects, like repointing 
and roof repair, the contractors were procured by the lead architect or 
surveyor.

The programme provided training and support, plus bespoke regional 
video guides, to address skills gaps, to support churches to take a 
conservation approach to the care of their building and to develop ways 
to generate income through heritage promotion. It offered training on 
managing a capital project, writing funding bids, maintenance skills and 
systems, and interpretation and tourism.

It worked with churches to improve their wider community engagement, 
marketing and interpretation with the aim of increasing the number of 
people visiting Northern Ireland churches for days out or as part of a 
holiday. 

In addition the programme also had a target of adding at least 100 
Northern Ireland churches to ExploreChurches1 over 3 years to provide 
potential visitors with information on what is significant about the 
churches, and what activities take place in the buildings. 

•

•

•

•

1 https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/explore

About  
Treasure Ireland

1
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About this report
RF Associates (RFA) was appointed to evaluate this project, according 
to the requirements of The National Lottery Heritage Fund. This report 
summarises the key activities of the project and the impact that the project 
has made according to the areas of impact committed to within the Heritage 
Fund funding application. The detailed monitoring framework included 
highlighting key data for the National Churches Trust to collect and primary 
research to be supported by RFA including a general feedback survey, 
training feedback survey and qualitative research including case studies. 
This report summarises the key findings from the evaluation.

2

What funding was provided to undertake  
Treasure Ireland?
 
The Treasure Ireland Programme was initially jointly funded by The National 
Lottery Heritage Fund (£248,200), The Pilgrim Trust (£60,000), The National 
Churches Trust (£45,000) and the Department for Communities (£30,000). 
In 2023 the programme received a grant increase of £248,200 from the 
Heritage Fund and it was agreed to extend the deadline until 2026. The total 
funding from The National Lottery Heritage Fund was therefore £496,400.

Photo: Laura McIlveen
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Outputs achieved  
by Treasure Ireland

3

Tourism

6 trails have been 
developed and published 
on the National Churches 
Trust website and added 
to Google maps2, providing 
information on ways to 
visit and tour churches of 
different denominations 
across the geography of 
Northern Ireland.

6 10
10 tourism experiences 
have been developed; each 
can be booked with the 
individual church.

Staff

Dedicated Support Officer 
working on the ground in 
Northern Ireland provided 
church volunteers and staff 
with support and advice on 
maintenance, repairs and 
grants and encouraged 
a conservation approach 
at all times. They also 
undertook grant assessment 
and recommendation, 
representation at sector 
meetings, managed the 
POW Forum and the project 
steering group as well as 
authoring the newsletter  
and undertaking social 
media activity. 
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Staff

Roof repairs
(slates, lead, 

flashings, towers)

19

Rainwater goods
(gutters, downpipes,
hoppers, drainage) 

16

Windows / doors /
timber joinery

16

Masonry / stonework / 
repointing

23 Access / safety /
scaffolding

12

Plastering / internal 
fabric repairs

11

Damp / water 
ingress / 
drainage 
control

6
Electrical / 

heating 
services

1

Elements grants are spent on

Grant awards

55 grants were awarded. 
These grants were made to 
53 churches (two churches 
received two grant awards).

Grants were most commonly 
spent on masonry, 
stonework, repointing and 
roof repairs.

Grant awards totalling 
£390,259 were made. 
Additional grants have been 
provided through a stream 
of activity called Winter 
Ready. Individual grant 
amounts ranged from £1k 
to £10k. The average grant 
amount was £7,096. 

£ 55

2https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?ll=54.768602217522584%2C-6.769333350000004&z=9&mid=1G-
Ty027JMmFgkU6HYFbU7yXwJ1y7xSng Northern Ireland.
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Training & support

Feedback across the 
training surveys shows 
consistently high levels of 
satisfaction with the training 
programme, with almost 
all courses scoring an 
average of 4 out of 5. 

43 churches registered 
with MaintenanceBooker.

4/5
38 training sessions were 
delivered covering a wide 
range of maintenance, 
tourism and heritage 
themes. There have been 
1220 attendees at these 
training sessions, averaging 
30 attendees per session. 

43

The church mentoring 
programme took a group 
visit format and delivered 
opportunities for churches 
across Northern Ireland 
to learn from one another 
in relation to how to 
successfully deliver a 
church fabric project.

10 Places of Worship 
Forum Meetings, held 
across Northern Ireland with 
attendees from across the 
different denominations, 
ranging from 8 to 24 
participants.

4 short films have 
been produced on how 
to approach church 
maintenance and 1 film 
about lime mortar.

4
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116 churches have 
been registered on 
ExploreChurches.

The Treasure Ireland web 
pages on the National 
Churches Trust website 
have been developed and 
added to over the course of 
the programme. Most hits 
have focused on the grant 
pages /treasure-ireland-
grants.

33 news articles across 
different press and 
media outlets.

A Treasure Ireland Facebook 
page was set up and 
managed by the Support 
Officer, closing in July 2025. 
The profile of the page grew 
over time; the reach of the 
Facebook pages was just 
over 60,000.

Treasure Ireland Newsletter 
circulation to between 125 
and 322 people since the 
programme began.

12 Northern Ireland 
Churches receiving National 
Churches Trust awards.

Media

Extensive social media 
activity has taken place over 
the course of the project

33

116
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Outcomes achieved  
by Treasure Ireland

A wider range of people will 
be involved with heritage

The Treasure Ireland programme has enabled a wider range of people 
to be involved with heritage through:

4

Seeking to engage a wide range of people with the programme 
of activities

The impact of the activities and training which have supported 
some churches to open that were not open to the public 
previously as well as encouraged other churches to open  
more frequently, therefore engaging new audiences

1. 
 
 
2. 
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38
Anglican

11
Roman Catholic

2
Presbyterian

2
Presbyterian 
(Non-Subscribing)

2
Methodist
1
Baptist

Breakdown of awards received by denomination (Data provided by National Churches Trust)

Anglican

Roman Catholic

Presbyterian 
(Non-Subscribing)

Presbyterian

Methodist

Baptist

Breakdown of awards received by denomination (Data provided by National Churches Trust)

Grants

The programme has involved a mix of denominations and has also 
encouraged engagement between and across denominations on issues 
facing heritage buildings across Northern Ireland. The 55 grant awards 
(40% of applications) were spread geographically across Northern 
Ireland and across the denominations. Overall, the pattern of awards 
broadly reflects the pattern of applications.

11
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The activities have allowed some churches that were never open to the 
public to open and encouraged others to open more frequently, therefore 
engaging new audiences

Opening church buildings beyond the congregation

Survey respondents were asked whether the project had encouraged them 
and prepared them to open their church buildings beyond the congregation. 
Just over four in five respondents agreed that the Treasure Ireland project 
encouraged them to see the potential to open their church building to those 
outside the congregation. By contrast, just over half felt equipped to do 
so in practice, with over a third neither agreeing nor disagreeing. This gap 
suggests that while the project was successful in raising confidence and 
aspiration, a significant proportion of churches required further practical 
support to move from recognising potential to taking action.

Around six in ten survey respondents reported improvements to online 
information about opening hours and heritage value as a result of their 
involvement with the Treasure Ireland project. Nearly half had now provided 
information within the building for visitors, while fewer had introduced 
donation facilities, particularly contactless giving.

Training

The Support Officer targeted events beyond the audience 
of churches to include those interested in heritage and 
social history including for example church archaeology, 
architecture, art and genealogy. Sessions attracted 
members of the Ulster Archaeological Society and 
individuals drawn to art through the stained-glass training 
sessions, including art students, allowing connections 
with those interested in both the historical and artistic 
aspects of heritage. 

Training and events were held at different venues and 
geographical locations across Northern Ireland, ensuring 
regional and cross-community accessibility. To ensure 
inclusion, accessible transport was made available for 
those unable to take part in walking tours.

Efforts were made to gather grant applications from 
across Northern Ireland. For example in 2023 when 
applications were not as numerous from County 
Fermanagh as from other counties, it was decided to 
host the Places of Worship Forum in Ederney, County 
Fermanagh to encourage applications there, with the 
Support Officer personally reaching out to churches in 
the area with details of the event. 

ˮ

“Very skilled instructors 
with a wealth of knowledge. 

There was a lot of 
information I didn’t know  

I didn’t know.”

“I found the event a good 
opportunity to network 

with other churches and 
professional organisations.”

“It made me more 
passionate about ensuring 

we maintain these 
beautiful buildings.”
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Welcoming more visitors
 
About half of survey respondents reported that they have been able to 
welcome more visitors to share in the heritage of their place of worship.

Opening the church for more days than previously 
 
About half of survey respondents reported that as a result of the Treasure 
Ireland project, their church was open to visitors on more days than 
previously. The most commonly reported barrier to being open beyond 
worship was a lack of volunteers, followed by concerns about security and 
financial constraints such as heating and lighting. Cultural factors, including 
a lack of tradition of keeping churches open and perceptions that buildings 
are solely for worship, were also cited, although less frequently.

Training surveys asked about the extent to which the training had helped 
respondents to develop their tourism and heritage skills. Respondents 
most commonly reported developing skills “a lot” or “some” in relation to 
creating a warm welcome for visitors and engaging the wider community. 
Development of skills linked to promoting heritage and using social 
media was more mixed, with a greater spread of responses and a higher 
proportion reporting limited improvement in these areas.

Making buildings more accessible to visitors
 
Around two thirds of survey respondents agreed that the Treasure Ireland 
programme helped make their buildings more accessible to visitors. A 
similar proportion felt that it supported wider use of church buildings 
beyond worship. However, around three in ten neither agreed nor disagreed 
with these statements, suggesting that while progress had been made, 
the extent of change varied between churches depending on their 
circumstances and readiness.

Photo: Laura McIlveen
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The Treasure Ireland programme has enabled heritage to be in better 
condition through providing:

Heritage will be in better condition

Grants to undertake maintenance and repair works to 
church buildings 

Advice and support to church volunteers to help with the 
ongoing maintenance of church buildings
 
Training to help churches develop ways to make their 
buildings more sustainable e.g. through writing funding 
applications, tourism etc

1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3.

Grants to undertake maintenance and repair works to 
church buildings
The 55 grants were most commonly spent on masonry, stonework, 
repointing and roof repairs. Each grant improved the current condition of an 
individual church building.

Advice and support to church volunteers to help with 
the ongoing maintenance of church buildings
Survey responses show that respondents most strongly agreed that 
the Treasure Ireland project provided access to useful resources for 
understanding church heritage, maintaining historic buildings and 
identifying appropriate materials and professionals. Agreement was lower 
and responses more mixed in relation to developing a tourism offer, where a 
higher proportion of respondents neither agreed nor disagreed, suggesting 
this could be an area for further development.

Survey responses showed strong agreement that the Treasure Ireland 
project helped churches improve how their buildings were cared for and 
managed. More than eight in ten respondents agreed that the project 
helped ensure their church building was better maintained. A similarly high 
proportion agreed that their involvement improved understanding of the 
value of using accredited conservation professionals. These results indicate 
that Treasure Ireland was particularly effective in strengthening confidence 
and knowledge around good conservation practice, supporting more 
informed decisions about maintenance and repair.
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Training to help churches develop ways to make their 
buildings more sustainable e.g. through writing funding 
applications, tourism etc 
 
Training survey feedback showed that respondents most commonly 
reported developing their skills “a lot” or “some” in relation to managing 
maintenance, assessing risk, procuring external services and applying a 
conservation-led approach. 

Survey responses provide evidence that the Treasure Ireland project was 
particularly effective in increasing understanding of church heritage. More 
than four in five respondents agreed that their involvement helped them 
learn more about the heritage of their own building, with no disagreement 
recorded. Learning from other denominations was also a positive outcome. 
Around six in ten agreed that the project helped them understand the 
challenges faced by other churches.

Over half of survey respondents reported that they were encouraged 
to apply to the National Churches Trust for funding, with many also 
encouraged to approach other funding bodies. Around three in ten were 
encouraged to apply to the National Lottery Heritage Fund, while fewer 
considered the National Lottery Community Fund. Only a small proportion 
said they were not encouraged to pursue any of the listed funding options.

Training feedback provides evidence that respondents have learnt in ways 
that have led to changes in ideas and actions. Around three quarters of 
respondents said they better understood the benefits of opening their 
church buildings to visitors and how to make visitors feel welcome, while 
a similar proportion reported improved understanding of how to conserve 
and protect their church heritage. This learning translated into greater 
confidence around visitor access, heritage-led decision-making and 
maintenance approaches. Just over half of respondents also reported 
improved understanding of how to improve church connections using 
digital media and how to develop a good funding application to the National 
Churches Trust, indicating that the training supported more outward-
facing and strategic thinking. Over half felt they better understood funding 
opportunities from other funders. The survey data suggests that the 
Treasure Ireland training has strengthened awareness, skills and confidence 
in ways that enabled churches to reconsider how their buildings are cared 
for, presented and used. 
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About Christ Church

Built in 1830 in a simple gothic revival style, 
Christ Church features a four-bay nave, 
transepts, chancel and a distinctive four-
stage square tower with pinnacles and 
battlements. Severely damaged by fire in 
1996, the building has since undergone 
significant structural rebuilding, including 
the choir vestry and sections of the south 
and east walls. Located approximately 
100 metres from St Eugene’s Catholic 
Cathedral in the predominantly nationalist 
Bogside area, Christ Church plays an 
active sacramental and pastoral role while 
also hosting schools, hospital choirs and 
music groups. As part of the Londonderry 
Churches Trust, it maintains close cross-
community relationships, including with  
St Eugene’s.

Christ Church
Derry/Londonderry, County DerryChurch of Ireland

Engagement with  
Treasure Ireland

Following an initial enquiry and a supportive 
site visit, Christ Church secured the 
maximum £10,000 grant to restore the 
church tower and address persistent water 
leakage. However, as with other churches, 
the advisory support proved equally 
transformative. “It would not have happened 
without Nina’s encouragement … she spent 
an entire morning with us … and she’s been 
on the end of the phone or email for me ever 
since… She’s been superb.”

Training, mentoring and networking — 
including a visit to the Church of the 
Immaculate Conception in Strabane — 
broadened ambition and confidence. 
Governance was carefully embedded 
through regular reporting to the Select 
Vestry under a standing agenda item,  
Christ Church Open Door.

Photo: Laura McIlveen
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Impact: transformation through openness

Outcomes

Heritage is better looked after: Tower restoration and roof repairs have halted 
water ingress.
 
A wider range of people is involved: daily opening, events and hires have 
broadened engagement. 

People have developed skills: parishioners have built confidence in health and 
safety, governance, fundraising and digital donations.
 
The organisation is more resilient: leveraged funding, earned income and new 
partnerships underpin sustainability.

The most visible change has been 
reopening the church daily. Previously 
closed except for services “for at least a 
generation”, Christ Church is now open  
from 10:30am to 4pm every day. Concerns 
about vandalism have proved unfounded. 
“Open the place, get it out there.  
So that’s what we did. And actually… 
it has transformed the place.”

Visitors now include tourists from around 
the world and local residents who had never 
previously entered. “I have lived here for  
60 years and I’ve never been in this  
beautiful church.”

Opening the doors energised a small but 
committed group within the congregation.
“It’s fired up members of our own 
congregation…‘I’ll open it, I’ll close the 
church’…One of them… has done these 
booklets all around the church…Somebody 
else has done some stuff on the First 
World War…That kind of involvement of the 
volunteers.”

Interpretation materials now highlight stories 
such as the 54 parishioners killed in the First 
World War, including a family who lost three 
sons on the first day of the Somme.

The initial grant acted as a catalyst for 
further funding. The team estimate they 
have leveraged approximately £20,000 

additional investment, covering roughly half 
of a £40,000 project cost. “That was the first 
step on a ladder… It creates this snowball.”

Opening the building has also generated 
income. The church has hosted Céstina 
Music, the Ulster Orchestra and local choirs.
“The acoustic in Christ Church is brilliant… 
The church is full…It’s actually a source  
of finance.”

Collectively, these activities have created 
renewed energy. “Put the lot together 
and there is an atmosphere of hope and 
encouragement and cross community 
connection going on which is significant.”

Mentoring relationships have sparked 
plans for a potential balcony museum 
space to showcase historic records, many 
of which survived because they were 
never transferred to Dublin before Civil 
War losses. Links have been formed with 
the Tower Museum and other churches, 
with discussions underway about a city-
centre heritage trail. The programme has 
also contributed to the formation of the 
Northland Heritage Group, bringing together 
Christ Church, St Eugene’s Cathedral, Inner 
City Trust and Ulster University to promote 
regeneration and tourism collaboration.  
“It’s been advice…seeing what other people 
are doing and thinking, oh, that’s good, we 
could do that.”

•

•

•

•
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St Macartan’s 
(Forth Chapel)
About St Macartan’s

Constructed between 1838–46 on the 
site of an early Irish hill fort, St Macartan’s 
(Forth Chapel) in Augher is a grade B+ 
listed building of national importance. 
Built of local sandstone under a Kingpost 
roof, the chapel stands on a site long 
associated with worship, including open-
air Mass during Penal times. The fort and 
penal cross are recorded in the Sites and 
Monument Record and were referenced 
by William Carleton in 1834. The chapel’s 
stained glass is particularly significant. 
Four windows dating from 1922 were 
designed by Joshua Clarke & Sons of the 
Harry Clarke studio. Three commemorate 
poet Rose Kavanagh, an influential figure 
in the Irish Literary Revival and friend of 
W.B. Yeats, alongside her sister Katharine, 
and Archbishop John Hughes, who later 
laid the foundation stone of St Patrick’s 
Cathedral, New York. Hughes returned to 
celebrate Mass in St Macartan’s in 1846, 
reinforcing the church’s transatlantic links.

Photo: Nina McNeary

Augher, County TyroneRoman Catholic

Engagement with  
Treasure Ireland
St Macartan’s learned about the Treasure 
Ireland programme during the Covid-19 
lockdown. Having recently completed 
a conservation study, the team knew 
the stained-glass window frames were 
deteriorating and required urgent repair.  
A £7,500 grant from the National Churches 
Trust supported refurbishment works. 
However, the parish emphasised that the 
advisory support from the Support Officer 
was equally transformative. “I think … at 
the start, that was maybe as valuable, if not 
more valuable to us than the actual funding 
itself… Nina dropped the cobwebs from our 
eyes and really helped us to piece together 
our story and see what was significant 
about our church and how we could  
bring that to the fore.”

Through site visits, webinars and Places 
of Worship Forum participation, the team 
gained confidence in understanding 
and articulating their heritage. Members 
completed training on marketing,  
project management, insurance and  
visitor experience.
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Impact: recognition, investment and engagement

The project marked a step change 
in ambition and visibility. In 2023, 
St Macartan’s was named National 
Churches Trust UK Church of the Year,  
an achievement the team believe would 
not have happened without involvement 
in Treasure Ireland.

The initial grant also acted as a catalyst 
for further investment. The parish 
subsequently secured almost £180,000 
from the National Lottery Heritage Fund. 
“That was like a gateway grant that gives 
other funders confidence…it gave the 
Heritage Fund real confidence to invest  
in us.”

The project strengthened interpretation 
and community engagement, shifting the 
chapel from being simply open to being 
actively welcoming and outward-facing. 
A visitor book was introduced, guided 
tours, talks and walks were developed, 
and the parish began participating in 
initiatives such as European Heritage 
Open Days. Five parishioners have been 
trained as tour guides, and a dedicated 
committee has been established to lead 
ongoing heritage activity.“I think that 
probably what the project helped us to do 

was find our story, tell our story and get  
our community more engaged and involved  
in our story.”

While the church had always been physically 
accessible, Treasure Ireland encouraged the 
team to think more intentionally about how they 
communicated that welcome and interpreted 
the building’s significance.“The door was open 
yes. But the message maybe wasn’t being 
broadcast loud and clear that we are open to 
everybody…You can have the door open, but 
who’s going to come through it? Unless you 
actually talk about it.”

Publicity following the National Churches Trust 
UK Church of the Year award, combined with 
clearer storytelling and active promotion, has 
broadened audiences. The visitor book now 
records people travelling from across the 
UK, Ireland and the United States, and from 
Catholic, Protestant and no-faith backgrounds. 
“Our church is always open…However, what 
I would say now is that because we won the 
Church of the Year award and we got quite 
a lot of publicity and PR around that, we find 
now…that we have people coming from  
all over the world…We have people from 
different backgrounds Catholic, Protestant,  
no religion…We have just a very wide range  
of people coming.”

Outcomes

Heritage is better looked after: stained-glass windows have been conserved and 
safeguarded. 

People have developed skills: parish members have built expertise in 
conservation, governance, insurance, VAT recovery, business planning and visitor 
experience design.

A wider range of people is involved in heritage: trained tour guides, public events 
and national recognition have increased participation.

People have learnt about heritage: renewed interpretation has revived awareness 
of figures such as Rose Kavanagh and Archbishop John Hughes.

The organisation is more resilient: early grant success and programme support 
unlocked major Heritage Fund investment and strengthened long-term planning.

•

•

•

•

•
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Key learning points
5

In the qualitative discussions held by our evaluator RFA, the following 
lessons learnt emerged.

Having a dedicated, locally based Support Officer was 
critical to the programme’s success. 

The Support Officer’s role in building relationships with 
individual churches and their clergy and parishioners / 
volunteers and in fostering connections between churches, 
was as important as the administration of the programme.

Small grants can catalyse action.

Maintenance messages land with volunteers, not leadership. 
Volunteers absorbed learning about maintenance; clergy 
and denominational bodies less so.

Training works best when it is practical and tangible.

Tourism and visitor access require long-term cultural 
change. Church tourism cannot be delivered quickly or 
uniformly in Northern Ireland.

Cross-denominational spaces are valuable but take time to 
develop. Neutral forums help build trust, but participation is 
uneven and slow to develop.

1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
3. 
 
4. 
 
 
 
5. 
 
6. 
 
 
 
7.

Photo: Laura McIlveen
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Conclusions
Treasure Ireland has been a substantial and largely successful programme, 
delivering meaningful benefits for historic places of worship across 
Northern Ireland. Operating through the COVID-19 pandemic and its long-
term impacts on the church sector, the programme has nevertheless 
exceeded or achieved the Approved Purposes agreed with The National 
Lottery Heritage Fund and delivered clear progress against its intended 
outcomes. In particular, the programme has demonstrably contributed to the 
improved building condition of at least 55 churches and enhanced skills and 
confidence among volunteers, as well as increased openness to heritage 
engagement and visitor access within participating churches.

The evaluation indicates that Treasure Ireland has functioned effectively 
as both a grant programme and a capacity-building initiative. While the 
financial value of individual grants was modest relative to the scale of 
need within the sector, the combination of targeted funding, trusted 
officer support, training, mentoring and peer learning created impacts that 
extended well beyond the immediate physical works funded. For some 
churches, Treasure Ireland acted as a catalyst unlocking projects, improving 
decision-making, strengthening confidence and, in some cases, enabling 
progression to larger funding programmes.

The programme has also demonstrated adaptability. Where original delivery 
models were disrupted by the pandemic the Support Officer responded 
by reshaping activities in ways that proved effective in practice, such as 
moving training online initially and later the development of group mentoring 
visits and a strong programme of place-based heritage and maintenance 
events. This flexibility has been an important factor in sustaining 
engagement over the six-year delivery period.

6
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Contribution to National Lottery Heritage Fund 
outcomes
 
The evaluation provides strong evidence that the outcome “Heritage will 
be in better condition” has been achieved. Direct grant funding enabled 
essential maintenance and repair works across a wide range of historic 
churches, addressing problems with roofs, rainwater goods, masonry 
and stonework. Beyond the funded work themselves, the programme has 
strengthened understanding of the importance of maintenance. Survey 
and qualitative evidence consistently show increased understanding 
of preventative maintenance, the value of conservation-accredited 
professionals, and the importance of appropriate materials and early 
intervention. 

Progress towards the outcome “A wider range of people will be involved 
with heritage” has also been achieved. The programme succeeded in 
engaging people beyond regular congregations through training events, 
heritage talks, tours, trails, European Heritage Open Days and digital 
content. Some churches that were previously closed to visitors are now 
open more frequently or by arrangement, and many have improved 
interpretation and online information as a result of their involvement. 
However, the evaluation also highlights persistent structural barriers that 
limit how far and how fast churches can expand public access. These 
include volunteer capacity, security concerns, financial constraints 
and cultural attitudes. The evidence suggests that Treasure Ireland has 
been highly effective in encouraging aspiration and confidence, but that 
sustained practical support and longer-term cultural change are required to 
fully embed visitor access and tourism across the sector.

In addition to the Heritage Fund outcomes, the programme has delivered 
strong additional impacts in relation to skills development and learning. 
Training and mentoring activities led to demonstrable improvements in 
skills relating to maintenance management, risk assessment, conservation-
led decision-making, heritage research, visitor welcome and community 
engagement. Importantly, learning did not remain abstract: respondents 
consistently described concrete changes in practice, including the creation 
of maintenance plans, improved interpretation, greater use of digital tools 
and more confident engagement with funders.

23



Impacts on the National Churches Trust
 
The work of the National Churches Trust has also benefitted from the 
programme activity in a range of ways. Staff based in Northern Ireland have 
contributed skills and expertise to the whole of the organisation; the National 
Churches Trust is now better able to advocate on behalf of churches based 
in Northern Ireland adding further weight to their campaigning work across 
the UK. As the profile of National Churches Trust has been raised local 
churches have been able to engage with National Churches Trust resources 
and activities such as the The House of Good: Local social value calculator
to calculate their unique social and economic impact and the annual awards.

What has made the programme effective
 
A defining strength of Treasure Ireland has been the role of the locally 
based Support Officer. Across surveys, case studies and qualitative 
interviews, this role emerges as central to the programme’s success. The 
officer provided continuity, trust, encouragement and practical expertise, 
often working intensively with churches over extended periods. This 
relational approach was particularly important in a sector characterised 
by volunteer leadership, limited professional capacity and, in many cases, 
low confidence around heritage and conservation issues. The evidence 
strongly suggests that without this dedicated role, many of the programme’s 
outcomes, especially those relating to skills, confidence and improved 
practice, would have been significantly diminished.

The programme’s emphasis on maintenance and conservation, rather than 
solely on major capital projects, has also been a key strength. By promoting 
preventative care, routine inspection and informed decision-making, 
Treasure Ireland addressed underlying causes of building deterioration. 

Finally, the programme has played a valuable convening role. Through 
training events, forums and mentoring activities, Treasure Ireland created 
neutral, cross-denominational spaces that are rare within the Northern 
Ireland church context. While participation was uneven, these spaces 
enabled shared learning, relationship-building and the early development 
of a more connected church heritage “sector”, with potential longer-term 
benefits for collaboration and advocacy.

Photo: Laura McIlveen



Ongoing challenges and limitations
 
The evaluation also highlights clear limitations and unresolved challenges. 
Demand for funding far exceeds available resources, and the scale of grants 
was sometimes perceived as small relative to the effort required to apply 
and comply with conservation standards. While the emphasis on accredited 
professionals is appropriate and widely supported in principle, limited local 
capacity and higher costs remain a barrier for some churches.

Engagement with tourism and visitor access remains uneven and fragile. 
Progress has tended to rely on highly motivated individuals rather than 
systemic change, and income generation from visitors is still limited for most 
churches. Similarly, engagement from clergy and denominational leadership 
has been inconsistent, constraining wider cultural change and leaving 
volunteers to carry much of the responsibility for building care.

The MaintenanceBooker initiative illustrates the limits of digital solutions in 
a constrained market: without sufficient contractor supply and buy-in, the 
platform did not achieve the traction originally envisaged. 

More broadly, the programme’s success was heavily dependent on 
individual staff capacity, raising questions about sustainability and resilience 
if similar initiatives are scaled or replicated. Future projects need to ensure 
adequate staffing on the ground.
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Final reflections
 
In conclusion, Treasure Ireland has delivered significant and lasting value 
within a challenging operating environment. It has improved the condition 
and care of historic church buildings, strengthened skills and confidence 
among volunteers, encouraged greater engagement with heritage and 
visitors, and fostered cross-denominational learning and relationships. While 
not all ambitions, particularly around tourism and systemic change, have 
been fully realised, the programme has laid important foundations for future 
work.

The evaluation evidence suggests that the programme’s greatest legacy lies 
not only in the repairs completed, but in the shifts in understanding, practice 
and confidence it has enabled. Church volunteers are better equipped to 
care for their buildings, more aware of the value of their heritage, and more 
connected to others facing similar challenges.
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