
It all began in 2019. The Revd. Sue Ayling started the
Eco group along with five others, after an inspiring Lent
course which followed the theme of care for God’s crea-
tion. As we looked for ways we could do more at St
Mary’s, we discovered A Rocha UK, a Christian charity
working to protect and restore the natural world and
committed to equipping Christians and Churches in the
UK to care for the environment. To quote from their
monthly magazine,

‘There are many urgent reasons why we need to pro-
tect and care for nature now, including climate change,
loss of species and the devastation of habitats. Nature is
in trouble, but there are solutions – and taking action
together is vital.’

We were committed! We signed up to the A Rocha
ECO programme for churches and started our quest for
the first level – Bronze, with the aspiration to move on
up to Silver and maybe someday, a long way off,
achieve Gold. Covid interrupted us so it took us a while
to achieve Bronze but by then we were actually well on
our way to Silver. And the rest as they say is history!

The A Rocha Programme covers five main areas with
points needed to reach the various award levels. The
categories are ‘Worship and Teaching, Buildings, Land,
Community and Global Engagement and Lifestyle.
Each question has different levels of answer for exam-
ple, annually, monthly, weekly etc and it was obvious
that each answer gave a different number of points to-
wards the award.

From the beginning, we found the Worship and
Teaching section to be our strongest as we were already
celebrating special Sundays related to caring for God’s
earth, we sing hymns enabling us to celebrate God’s
creation, we invite guest speakers to various services
and events such as ‘A Day for All,’ we pray for envi-
ronmental issues and sermons regularly remind us of

our duty towards our green spaces. Our clergy are
strongly supportive of the work of the ECO Group as
are our PCC who have adopted the Environmental Poli-
cy drafted by members of our Group.

The Buildings category was a very different ball
game. Being the custodians of a Victorian Church build-
ing does not make it easy to work towards Net Zero!

We still have work to do on ensuring that we choose
energy suppliers who generate our energy from renewa-
ble sources or we are being charged ‘according to their
green tariff’.

Our boiler is fine at present but when it needs renew-
ing, we will not be allowed to replace like for like (that
is with another gas boiler), hence we will be looking for
a suitable alternative.

Another cause for concern was the photocopier. We
had changed to using recycled paper until our photocop-
ier started playing up. For the time being until we need
to replace the photocopier we have had to go back to
our original paper.

Where we were able to score points was for using re-
cycled toilet paper in all our loos and recycled kitchen
rolls as well as environmentally friendly cleaning prod-
ucts.

Our water usage is metered, and we have now in-
stalled water butts in the churchyard which means visi-
tors can use rainwater.

When we started out on this journey only a few of the
light bulbs in the Church buildings were LED. With
some financial support from the Diocese ‘quick wins’
scheme, we were able to afford to change all the lights
in the Church, the Church Hall and the Vicarage.

The challenge in the ‘Land’ section came with our
aim for the churchyard to provide somewhere that is a
quiet, welcoming, safe and accessible space for all those
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who are visiting graves alongside ensuring that the
churchyard is a safe haven for wildlife.

We wanted to set up a mowing regime ‘appropriate to
the conservation of the grassland and wildlife present
while at the same time keeping the churchyard neat and
accessible’. The compromise is that we aim to keep the
grass under control around the graves but are following
‘No Mow May’ hopefully through to the autumn in the
area the far side of the playing field. It is in this area
that, with support from nearby Ewell Castle School and
the Surrey Wildlife Trust, a wildflower meadow has
been created. This a metre wide strip of land which has
been cleared and wildflower seeds have been sown. We
also have some wildflower plug plants to put in.

Our Churchyard Management Plan came into being
last summer and the latest addition to it is our support
for the A Rocha Target 25 programme. This programme
highlights a range of declining species, such as the
hedgehog or the common swift, declining taxonomic
groups, for example, butterflies and bees and threatened
habitats such as hedgerows. We are planning to create a
well-managed hedgerow along our adjoining boundary
with the houses in London Road.

An easy win for us in the Community and Global
Engagement section came from our Litter Picking
Groups which we have been organising from the outset.
We cover all the churchyards and now have several
groups, so that each member’s turn only comes round
once in three to four months.

By sharing our experience, we are hoping to encour-
age other Churches to become more environmentally
friendly. We are hosting the next meeting of our Dean-
ery Eco Group, in the hope of meeting other Church rep-
resentatives who want to either start or build on their
Eco journey.

We link into various campaigns such as WWF’s annu-
al Earth Hour in March and  Great Big Green Week in
June. We have joined the Tearfund ‘Toilet twinning’
initiative.

We plan to do our annual wildflower survey in
Churchyard 4, in June, to coincide with the Church’s
‘Count on Nature’ campaign.

The most recent achievement in this area is for the
PCC to commit to being a Fairtrade Church. Wherever
possible, Fairtrade and/or ethically sourced goods will
be used at Church events.

Lifestyle is the fifth section and a lot of what this area
covers is down to you, the congregation. The Eco Group
is set up to champion the cause of our church communi-
ty becoming more environmentally sustainable.

We would like to promote more walking and/or cy-
cling for our congregation particularly to Church events
but we are only too well aware that many of our church

members come quite a distance to worship at St Mary’s.
We are looking at the Church’s energy use and I’m sure
with all the prices going up again very recently you too
would like to lower your energy costs where possible.

We already encourage reduce, reuse, recycle. An ex-
ample of this is the recycling of pens etc in the box at
the back of Church.

Several articles in EPN have encouraged us all to use
more Locally grown, Organic, Animal friendly and Fair-
trade (LOAF) food items. I remember writing in one
such article that I had been surprised to find out that
even fresh flowers can be sourced from Fairtrade
suppliers.

There are more difficult areas for us to look at; have
you considered changing to a more ethical bank? Have
you undertaken a personal lifestyle Eco audit? If this is
something you’re interested in taking further, please
search A Rocha /personal lifestyle audit for more
information.

I have only covered a few questions here, yet I hope
this article gives you some idea of how all-encompass-
ing this award is and how well we have done to achieve
our Gold award.

However, this is only the beginning, a springboard. A
Rocha have changed their award levels to reflect ‘ac-
tions that have the most impact in tackling climate
change and biodiversity loss’. It is time for us to take a
closer look at both our achievements and where we go
from here. Watch this space for our next steps.

What part can you play in supporting St Mary’s
work in these areas?

We’re always looking for more volunteers, partic-
ularly to help in the churchyard. If you feel you have
some spare time, occasionally or on a regular basis,
please do get in touch with me or Fr. Mark and we’ll
point you in the right direction.

Helen Crossley
on behalf of St. Mary’s Eco Group

eco@stmarysewell.com


