For release Tuesday 21 February 2006
Multi-faith Support for a Groundbreaking Church – St Martin’s begins its Long-Awaited Renewal Project 
In the current religious environment, the multi-faith blessing and groundbreaking ceremony today at St Martin-in-the-Fields is not only the celebration of the start of a long-awaited building project, but also a welcome act of solidarity and cooperation. Led by the Bishop of New York, Rabbi Alexandra Wright of the Liberal Jewish Synagogue, St John’s Wood and Imam Shahid Hussein of the London Central Mosque, the blessing signifies the widespread support the project has received throughout the faith community and publicly acknowledges the importance of St Martin-in-the Fields as an inclusive and open place for worship in the heart of London.  

Revd Nicholas Holtam, Vicar of St Martin’s, commented, "This is a really significant day for us. We have been planning towards it for several years and it is fitting for us to gather to ask God’s blessing on the work. We are delighted to be joined by the Bishop of New York, and by representatives of the Jewish and Muslim faiths. St Martin’s is an hospitable Christian church with a long standing commitment to prayer and dialogue with other faiths, which is particularly important to hold on to this at a time.  This is ground-breaking in more than one way.”

This morning’s ceremony, which takes place at 8.00 am, begins with the members of the Choir of St Martin-in-the-Fields, directed by Nicholas Danks, singing on the church portico.  A brass quintet from the Guildhall School of Music and Drama will join the ceremony in the building site in north courtyard. Following an introduction from the Chairman of St Martin-in-the-Fields Development Trust, Ian Henderson CBE, the Rt Revd Mark Sisk, Bishop of New York, will bless the site. This will be followed by blessings from Rabbi Alexandra Wright and Imam Shahid Hussein.

The £34 million Renewal Project, made possible by a £14 million grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund is designed by Eric Parry Architects. It will improve current facilities, providing a sequence of beautiful, practical and inspirational spaces fit to serve the community, visitors and those in need and ensuring the life and sustainability of St Martin’s. 
 "St Martin-in-the-Fields is one of London's most popular heritage sites and its many thousands of visitors use it in a variety of ways - from worship and social care to concerts and coffee.  It offers Londoners and visitors to the capital a special refuge from the bustle of everyday life. Today's 'ground-breaking' ceremony celebrates the beginning of restoration work which will revitalise the church and help protect it - and its work - for public use and enjoyment,” says Carole Souter, the Director of the Heritage Lottery Fund.
The contractors, Costain, arrived on site at St Martin’s in January. The first phase of the project is scheduled to be concluded in June, while the entire project is scheduled to complete in 2008, subject to the success of their fundraising efforts and the generosity of their donors. The work of the church, which includes faith services and concerts, the Ho Ming Wah Chinese Community Centre, the Café and Shop in the Crypt, the Brass Rubbing Centre, and the Connection at St Martin’s (an innovative homelessness charity) will continue throughout the building works, with temporary accommodation where necessary.

Notes to Editors

· St Martin-in-the-Fields has strong links with North America. In 1722 the Governor of Carolina sent a gift of cedar wood to assist the construction of the church. In 1723 three Presbyterian Ministers from Connecticut were ordained in St Martin’s by the Bishop of London. One became the first Rector of the Old North Church, Boston and another the first President of what is now Columbia University. James Gibbs’ architectural design of St Martin’s became the typical North American church. Replicas include New York’s St Paul’s Chapel, used as a mortuary after 9/11. The Bishop of New York joins the ceremony in an act of support from the American community at a time when a link is being renewed between the Dioceses of London and New York.
· St Martin-in-the-Fields has a Campaign Team in place to raise the £34m needed for the Renewal Project.   Over £24m has been given or pledged already including a Heritage Lottery Fund grant of £14.69m as well as £8m from private donations, including £1.25m from the St Martin’s community, signifying the strength of support that the Renewal Project has already gathered. 

· The Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) enables communities to celebrate, look after and learn more about our diverse heritage. From our great museums and historic buildings to local parks and beauty spots or recording and celebrating traditions, customs and history, HLF grants open up our nation’s heritage for everyone to enjoy. We have supported more than 18,000 projects, allocating over £3.3 billion across the UK.

· Information about public donations and how to give to the Renewal Project is available on the Campaign page at www.smitf.org/campaign
· Images of the building project and of the existing buildings are available from St Martin-in-the-Fields

· HRH The Prince of Wales is Patron of the Renewal of St Martin-in-the-Fields
· The Vicar, Revd Nicholas Holtam is available for interview. Please contact Colman Getty PR.

· For more information on Eric Parry Architects go to www.ericparryarchitects.co.uk
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