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Here is the January 2003 gerontius newsletter. This is an unusually long newsletter because it contains an article by Robert Webb on the proposed Entertainment licences for churches.  





Robert Webb, a lawyer before seeing the light and turning professionally to music, is a choral conductor and organist in Oxfordshire, directing the Cathedral Singers of Christ Church, Henley Choral Society, and Wallingford Parish Church choir, among many other musical activities.  He has taken a keen interest in the issue of licensing of church buildings and has prepared the following article. His web site is at : http://www.robertwebb.org/





Please feel free to distribute this newsletter to the other officers and members of your choir, and to friends. 





1.  Entertainment Licences for Churches?


2.   “Survival of your choir” - Seminars in Leeds and Darlington – Jan/Feb 2003


3.  choirs CDs – a proposed database on gerontius





********************





Entertainment Licences for Churches?





This article is also available on-line at:


http://www.gerontius.net/ukchoirsdiscussion/show.cgi?88/89





There can be few users of Gerontius who have not heard about the Government’s proposals to require churches and church buildings to have entertainment licences in order to stage public concerts.





This requirement would be part of the Licensing Bill currently going through parliament. As you may know, since 1982 churches outside London have been exempt from requiring Entertainment Licences, London churches have to have them, but if the event is charitable or educational they do not have to pay for them.





The current Bill removes that exemption, and will require all churches to apply for a licence if there is some sort of entertainment to be held in their buildings.  The only exemption will be for religious services.  The Bill is being promoted by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS)





The Churches are therefore being lumped together with all other bars, clubs, etc in this legislation.





Churches will be able either to apply for one licence which will last for ever, subject to annual renewal and inspections, or apply for a licence for each event, to a maximum of 5 per year.





Any Church which is regularly used for concerts will have to do the former.  Churches which do not do this will be limited to the number of concerts they can host.








Areas of Opposition





There are several areas of opposition to the Bill:





1.	In the process of obtaining a licence, the Church may be inspected for Health and Safety purposes, and to ensure compliance with other legislation (eg the Disability Discrimination Act.)





Whilst one cannot advocate that Churches should be unsafe, to aliken them to a modern bar or concert hall is not reasonable.  They should be treated separately in the legislation from these type of purpose built buildings.  If complete requirement with, for example, the Disability Discrimination Act, were to be a pre-requisite to obtaining a licence, there are many churches which would fail immediately.





2.	The cost of the licences is not yet known.  The DCMS has stated that fees may be fixed centrally, in order to exercise some control.  Figures of £100 to £500 have been bandied about by the DCMS for the permanent licence, with annual renewal fees of £50 - £150, all depending on the size of Church, but this is substantially less than current typical licence fees.  This cost will often have to be passed on by the Church to the event  organiser, and this could result in fewer concerts etc taking place.  The cost may put some churches off holding events at all.





3.	The Bureaucracy involved will also deter some churches from applying for licences, again reducing the number of available venues.





4.	 The requirement for licensing is arguably not necessary, the proposals will make life difficult for musicians of all types,  and impose unnecessary regulation on everyday activities.








Current Position of the Legislation





There is basic cross party support for the Bill as a whole, and therefore it went straight to the  House of Lords which debated the Bill on 26th November.  There  were several significant speeches against this effect of the Bill, most notably from the Lord Bishop of London.  At this time, the DCMS was adamant that no concession would be made.  The Bill is now being discussed in Committee in the Lords.





At this stage, the Conservative Party issued a statement to all their MPs opposing the requirement for churches to have licences, and many back-bench labour MPs also showed concern.  The National Federation of Music Societies (Making Music) wrote to the minister voicing concern, and the Archbishop’s Council had several meetings with the DCMS.  Individuals like myself wrote to and telephoned MPs and the ministers to voice the concern of the “musician in the street”.





For once democracy may have worked!





The following is an excerpt from the Times On-Line from 13th December 2002:





�Churches offered concession on music licences�By Greg Hurst, Parliamentary Correspondent





� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://images.thetimes.co.uk/images/trans.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET �


MINISTERS offered an olive branch to thousands of churches yesterday by indicating that they were ready to exempt places of worship from new licensing rules for staging public concerts. 


Baroness Blackstone, the Arts Minister, announced that the Government would consider extending to “secular entertainment” in churches an exemption for music during acts of worship. The concession came during the committee stage in the Lords of the Licensing Bill, whose new licensing regime for live music the Church of England estimated would cost its churches and cathedrals £2.6 million a year. 


Ministers had previously resisted criticism of the measures, saying that the Bill allowed the Secretary of State to set a reduced licence fee for religious groups and charities or even waive them altogether, but have now decided to change tack. Lady Blackstone told peers: “We therefore intend to consider our position again, in respect of places of worship, and I undertake to return at a later stage and address the way forward.” 


The Bill would need to be redrafted in a manner that protected “bona fide” places of worship, the minister said, but not “New Age religions and raves, which some people think masquerade as worship”. 


Without change the Bill would exempt church services and carol concerts but require licences for events ranging from choral concerts to a Brownie pack end of term show. Initial fees will range from £100 to £500 with annual charges from £50 to £150. 


The concession came after the Conservatives pressed for changes to the Bill to exempt religious institutions and schools from the requirement to obtain a licence.


So the Government is considering a change to the Bill, but we are not home and dry yet.





For an amendment to be forthcoming the government still needs to be convinced of the strength of opposition to the licensing requirement.





What you can do.





1. 	Write to your MP.  If you don’t know who this is you can telephone the House of Commons Information Office on 020 7219 4272, and they will let you know.  The address is simply House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA.  Their e-mail addresses are usually name@parliament.uk, and are available from the MP’s office in the Commons.  This will be particularly useful if you have a Labour MP, as some back bench support would be useful





2.	Write to the either of the ministers at the DCMS:





Kim Howells (House of Commons)





kim.howells@culture.gsi.gov.uk





Baroness Blackstone (House of Lords)


Minister for Arts


Department of Culture, Media and Sport


2 - 4 Cockspur Street


London


SW1Y 5DH





3.	Telephone the Department of Culture, Media and Sport:  the people to ask for are:





Dominic Tambling on 020 7211 6351 or 


Ronnie Bridgett on 020 7211 6374.  





They are policy advisors in the DCMS.





4.	Contact your local media with your concerns about the act, particularly if you have some local examples of the effect it might have.





5.	Encourage others you know to do the same.  








Please do something, even if it is just to send a brief e-mail to the House of Commons Minister, Kim Howells kim.howells@culture.gsi.gov.uk.





If you would like any further information, then do please come back to me. 








Robert Webb


Musical Director: The Cathedral Singers of Christ Church 


Musical Director: Henley Choral Society 


robert@robertwebb.org





****************








2.   Workshops for Choirs in Darlington and Leeds





There are new members wanting to join your choir, and audiences can be increased , I am absolutely sure of it and so now are all the choirs that have attended a “Survival of your choir” workshop, 


Your choir will learn to think and act differently, You will go away with a list “as long as a very long arm!” of ideas and action plans that will help your choir to not only survive, but thrive in the next ten years, Your only problem may be convincing your Committee and I have an answer for that!





Over 50 Male Voice, Ladies, Mixed Voice Choirs, Large and small from all parts of the UK are now in possession of these pointers and are steadily transforming all areas of their Choirs activities, from Recruitment to Publicity, Repertoire to Audience building , Ticketing  and funding problems, 


Some were sceptical when they came, “we have heard it all before” but now they are telling me just how things have changed – you should make sure that in 2003 your choir attends!





New for 2003 are individual workshops for choirs and there is already a waiting list of choirs that have been recommended by others!





The first two workshops for  2003 are Darlington (25 Jan) and Leeds (15th Feb) , there will be another event in the south March/April just as soon as I can find a venue!





For further details, to reserve a place or merely to be nosey! Email me, Tim Knight on knighttj@supanet.com








****************





3.  choirs CDs – a proposed database on gerontius





Many choirs have ventured into the recording studio and have recorded CDs. Sometimes these CDs are of a very high standard and they may include recordings of works which may not be available elsewhere. We propose a new facility on the gerontius site to allow choirs to list any CDs which they have recorded. It may also be possible to include audio excerpts. We would be interested to hear from any choirs who would be interested in listing a CD they have recorded on the site.











***************





 


If you have an item for inclusion in a future newsletter, please get in touch.








Best wishes





Tim and Rob Ault





gerontius website


http://www.gerontius.net





****************************





If you would prefer not to receive future newsletters, please reply to this message with subject "no news". You can also opt not to receive the newsletter by changing the option in your choir details screen on the site.





