
29 January 2020

St John the Baptist, Knaresborough - Tower visitors Risk assessment

Introduction

The ringers of St John the Baptist Church, Knaresborough, periodically hold open days or show non 
ringing individuals or groups of visitors, round the tower and belfry. 

On open days, it is the intention to allow people to congregate in the ringing room.  For smaller 
organised groups, the groups may congregate downstairs on the ground floor.  Individuals will be 
managed as appropriate.  

Physical description of facility

Ringing room:  Entrance to the tower is in the church.  Access to the ringing room is via a helical 
staircase.  The 54 steps are stone, slightly worn, but not excessively so.  There is a banister made 
from steel pipe.  The stairs lead directly into the ringing room.  The stairs are well lit with several LED
bulkhead lights in place on the way up, plus several windows.  The ringing room is approximately 6-7
metres square and can hold 20-30 people.

Belfry:  The belfry is reached from a wooden staircase leading from the ringing room.  The staircase 
is open with a banister, for half its height leading from the floor of the ringing room.  It has a door at 
the top of the ringing room and then leads through the door and through the intermediate space 
between the ringing room and the belfry.  It opens onto the belfry floor via a trapdoor.  There are 
banisters all the way up and a LED floodlight half way up through the intermediate chamber.  The 
space between the trap door and bell frame is limited but there is sufficient flat and open space 
beyond the trap door to allow 6 or 7 people to stand comfortably.  There is a ladder that leads up to 
the tower roof.  This acts as a barrier and keeps people away from the trap door.  A person or two 
may also stand at the top of the stairs.  The bell frame is approx. 1.8 metres high.  Visitors will not be
allowed to climb on it.

Procedures

Ascent from ground floor to ringing room (and decent):  

 Stair construction (size, riser height, banister etc) is similar to a normal household staircase, 
although it is helical in nature, and so there are no particular hazards.  There may be concern
about the overall length of the climb (54 steps) and so it is recommended that visitors are 
warned about the slightly strenuous nature of the climb.
Risks of any sort: low
Mitigation: Include warning about strenuous climb in safety poster.  Non ‘sensible’ shoes 
will be discouraged.  
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 The stairs are well lit with maintained (battery back-up) LED bulkheads lights.  Lights will 
remain lit in case of power failure
Hazard: Darkness in case of power failure
Risk of power failure: Very low
Mitigation: No action - lights have battery back-up.

 There are no other issues associated with the decent apart from reminding visitors to use 
the banister.

Ascent from ringing room to belfry:  

 Stair construction (size, riser height, banister etc) is similar to a normal household staircase, 
although slightly steeper and headroom is slightly limited near the top - foam padding has 
been attached to edge of trap door opening.  Hand holds are limited at the top of the stairs 
where they open out on to the belfry.  Visitors will need to take care when walking along the
side of the trap door.  In the past several old and very young persons have negotiated this 
accent with no apparent difficulty but it is recommended that a steward is available at the 
top to assist.  It is recommended that visitors are warned about the possible difficulties at 
the top. 
Hazard:  Falling at top
Risk:  Medium to low
Mitigation: Give verbal warning about the climb and have steward to assist at the top.   

 The stairs are well lit with an LED floodlight.  There are no windows on the stairs so power 
failure is a potential problem.  It is recommended that torches are available and stewards 
should carry one.
Hazard: Power failure, darkness
Risk:  Very low
Mitigation: Stewards to carry torches.  

 The belfry is well lit and if there is a power failure natural lighting is adequate during hours 
of light, but not perfect.  During hours of darkness, illumination would be inadequate.
Hazard: Power failure, darkness
Risk of power failure:  Very low
Mitigation:  Stewards to carry torches.  
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Talk/demonstration in ringing Room

 Typically, a talk on the process of ringing takes place in the ringing room before visitors are 
taken upstairs to the belfry.  Before the talk, all bells will usually be down.  It may be decided
to leave a bell up so that when visitors ascend to belfry they can see a bell in the up position 
and the bell can be rung whilst they are up there to demonstrate the sound.  If this 
demonstration is performed it will be on the number 6 or 7 bells (which are at the back of 
the bell frame and well away from observers).
Hazard: Bell being pulled off, person getting caught up in rope, possibility of injury, 
possibly serious.
Mitigation: The rope in the ringing room will be protected from accidental or deliberate 
pulling by a visitor by hitching to the spider (i.e. out of reach).  Visitors will be warned of 
hazard during demonstration.
Risk:  Low, if the above is applied.

 If sufficient ringers are available and if the number of visitors is small enough, a full 
demonstration may be given.  This demonstration will consist of ringers raising the front 6 
bells in peal and then ringing various calls and methods.  Finishing by ringing funeral peals on
2 to 7.  During this demo visitors will be asked to stand or sit in the area by the shelves and 
TV.  If there are too many people then they can sit on the chairs by the door.

 If there are insufficient ringers then one person can give a talk and demonstrate ringing up 
etc. 
Hazard: bell being pulled off, person getting caught up in rope, possibility of injury, 
possibly serious.
Risk: Provided visitors remain static and do not move around - low
Mitigation: Visitors will be told to stay still once the demo starts.
Recommendation: A steward will need to be at the door to show new arrivals where to 
go/sit/stand.

Demonstration in Belfry

 Visitors will be encouraged to stand behind the ladder, although there is space for two 
people at the top of the stairs.  Due to the lack of protection around the trap door, it is 
recommended that a steward stays on the top steps to prevent anyone getting too close to 
the trap.
Hazard: person falls through trap onto stairs
Risk of falling through trap: Medium to low
Mitigation: A steward stays on the top steps to prevent anyone getting too close to the 
trap.

 The demonstrator will demonstrate the bells in the down position and explain ringing from 
the top of the frame.  Visitors will not be allowed on the frame.  If it is decided to include 
demonstrating ringing an 'up' bell, this will be one of the rear bells (6 or 7), well away from 
the visitors who will be standing at the front of the frame. The demonstration will include 
ringing the ‘up’ bell from downstairs.  Visitors will be warned of the loud noise.
Visitors take no part in the demonstration.  Bells may be swung slightly to demonstrate 
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rotary motion.
Hazards: None

Descent from belfry:  

 It is slightly problematical to step down from the belfry floor onto the first two steps.  A 
steward should be available to lend a hand.  Otherwise the decent should be similar to the 
accent.  Visitors will be warned to take care.
Risk of falling: Medium to low
Mitigation: A steward should be available to lend a hand and visitors will be warned to 
take care.  A steward should go down first to lead the way.

After the demonstrations, visitors will be allowed to chime the bells.  Full circle ringing will not be 
allowed for non-ringers during an open day or group session.

Chiming the bells:  

Chiming the bells by a non-ringer from the ringing room is considered a non-hazardous activity, 
provided the person ringing is not allowed to swing the bell too high – it is not easy for a non-ringer 
to do this however.  Visitors should be supervised by experienced ringers.
Risk of injury: Low
Mitigation: Visitors should be supervised by experienced ringers.

Other hazards and risks

Chemical

There are no chemical hazards.

Fire

The likelihood of fire breaking out in a building, substantially constructed from stone is considered 
low.  However, if a fire should occur and people are up the tower, the ringing room has a substantial 
timber door to isolate it from the main stairs.  An escape route is provided for use in an emergency, 
by climbing out of the window, down a fixed steel ladder on to the north transept roof, which is 
gently sloping and has a parapet.  

First aid.

A First aid box is available in the ringing room and several mobile phones will be available.  Several 
ringers have been qualified first aiders or possessed medical qualifications in the past.
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Risk assessment and mitigation for managing the risk of Coronavirus in the
bell tower of St John the Baptist, Knaresborough

25 March 2021

Prepared by Matthew Curl, Tower Captain

Summary

The risk of harm from Covid to ringers and others, by ringing for the service on Easter Monday have 
been assessed, using official guidance and considering the physical layout of the church and ringing 
room.  It has been concluded that ringing 6 bells for up to 15 minutes per session, with ringers 
maintaining social distance of 1m+ mitigations of face coverings and hand hygiene, in well ventilated
ringing rooms provides an acceptable risk.  

Introduction

During the 2020 Covid lockdown crisis, churches were closed and ringing church bells was effectively 
banned by Government and the Church of England.  Although these restrictions were partially lifted 
in July 2020, the lockdown was re-introduced in November 2020.  With the exception of Christmas 
day, the church effectively continued to be in a state of lockdown until Easter.

Services will resume in St John’s (as well as other churches in the parish) on Easter Sunday.  

Although the Central Council of Church Bell Ringers (Central Council or CCCBR) Standing Guidance 
effectively advised against bands ringing for the time being, the guidance does include a proviso that
allows ringing under certain circumstances.  The guidance includes:

“…..if you think it is important enough for a bell or bells to be heard in your community, and you can 
do it without putting yourselves or others at risk, then that is your decision to make.”

On the 19th March 2021 the Central Council issued further guidance.  This included the comment 
that “One or more bells ringing on Easter Sunday will surely be appreciated by our churches and 
communities.”  The Central Council also included guidance to help assess whether bells can be rung 
without putting ringers or others at risk from Covid.

The Rector at St John’s has been consulted and has agreed that on such a festival as Easter Sunday, it
is important for the bells to be heard in the community.  This document details the risk assessment 
of bell ringing at St John’s church as relating to the ringing on Easter Sunday 2021, in order to show 
that the bells can be rung without putting ringers or others at risk from Covid.  

The Central Council guidance also included commentary on transmission and vaccinations.  

According to the Central Council of Church Bell Ringers (CCCBR) guidance, a risk assessment must be 
conducted before any activities can re-start.

This document details the risk assessment of bell ringing at St John’s church as relating to Easter 
Sunday 2021.
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Methodology

The Tower Captain is the Responsible Person for preparing this risk assessment.  Since few people 
are experts in virology and epidemiology the risk assessment is heavily based on advice from the 
CCCBR and the Government guidance above.

In line with government strategy, the protection from Covid 19 infection is mitigated by distancing 
(both linearly and by time) and by personal protective equipment.

It should also be noted that bell ringing is an activity that takes place on a substantial mechanical 
installation with large free-swinging bells.  In addition, at St John’s, the exercise is conducted in a 
remote part of the church, which is not accessible by the general congregation.

The Central Council comments can be summarised:

Surface Contact. In the non-clinical environment, contact is the least important route of 
transmission. In the ringing chamber, so long as ringers sanitise their hands, they can be more 
relaxed about touching more than one rope, or holding onto the stair bannister.

Droplet transmission. Droplets generally fall relatively close to the infectious source, and so 2 
metre social distancing or the wearing of masks [“1 metre plus”] significantly reduces the 
number of droplets and their distance travelled. 

Aerosol transmission. Aerosols of virus particles contained in much smaller amounts of 
moisture, remain suspended in the air and can travel further than droplets.  If the air in a 
room is not being regularly changed, they can accumulate in the air. 

Four variables affecting aerosol transmission can be anticipate and adjusted for:

 the number of ringers in the room in proportion to its size, 
 the degree of exertion (and thus breathing) undertaken, 
 the adequacy of ventilation in the room and 
 the duration of ringing. 

These elements have been the reason for previous iterations of CCCBR advice on returning to 
ringing, and in particular limiting its duration to 15 minutes.  

Mechanical checks prior to the resumption of ringing

Before any bells are rung, the condition of the bells and tower will be checked.  The CCCBR published
some guidance on this and a checklist has been prepared.  See Appendix 1.  This exercise will be 
conducted by the Tower Captain assisted by one other ringer.  Note that according to the general 
tower risk assessment, lone working on the bell installation is not advised.

The assessment and implementation of access restrictions and hygiene requirements apply to those 
doing the checks as well as those who wish to ring the bells.
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Organisation of ringing

The Tower Captain will produce a plan for the agreement of the Incumbent and church officers.

The plan will form the basis of the risk assessment and will be presented to the ringers in written 
form prior to the return of ringing.

The plan is presented in Appendix 2.

Key points and risk assessment

Provided band members comply with the mitigation conditions described below, the risks of 
contracting Covid 19 are considered acceptable for Easter Sunday 2021.

Bands can ring up to six bells, maintaining social distance of 1m+ mitigations of face coverings and 
hand hygiene, provided the tower affords good ventilation.  Ringing should be limited to 15 minutes 
in a session. 

It should also be noted that the majority of the band has been vaccinated more than three weeks 
prior to Easter day.  The risk of harm from Covid 19 is therefore further reduced.

The following are the key action points that support compliance with the above. 

 Prior to ringing, the tower must be inspected and shown to be safe (in accordance with 
Appendix 1). This inspection was conducted on 18th December 2020 and all relevant check 
points were found to be acceptable.

 The tower, ringing room, belfry etc is not open to the congregation and has not been open 
for access since Christmas day 2020.  There is therefore no need for cleaning or sanitisation.

 Ringers will be told not to come to the church if they show any symptoms of Covid 19. 
 Only the number of ringers required will be allowed in the tower at a time.
 The only access to the ringing room is via the stairs.  Ringers will be instructed to climb the 

stairs at intervals sufficient to leave a minimum of two metres between ringers.
 The window will be opened and the stairs door will be kept open during ringing.
 Ringers must wear facemasks.
 Ringers will be asked to apply hand sanitiser before the climb and on arrival in the ringing 

room.
 Ringers will ring one bell only and not change bells, with the exception of ringers from the 

same social bubble.
 The distance between bell ropes is 1 metre or more in all cases except the bells 7 and 8.
 To ensure ringers do not need to breath heavily, only the smaller 6 bells will be rung – note 

that 7 and 8 are not 1 metre apart and so can’t be rung anyway.
 Ringers will ring for 15 minutes only. 
 Ringers will apply hand sanitiser before returning to the ground floor.
 Ringers will return to ground floor in the same segregated manner as they climbed to the 

ringing room.
 Ringers will apply hand sanitiser again on the ground floor.
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Appendix 1

Safety inspection checklist

1. ACCESS TO THE TOWER AND GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS
• Lights and emergency lighting

o Check for correct functioning
• Electrical installation

o Is all as it should be?
o If the breaker has tripped, why?

• Steps and ladders
o Are they clean, undamaged, secure?

• Doors and trapdoors
o Are they safe and secure?
o Do they move as easily as they should?
o Do latches function correctly? (Especially on trapdoors.)

• Handrails and balustrades
o Are these secure and undamaged?

• Are there any signs of unauthorised access?
o If so double check EVERYTHING and make no assumptions

• Are there signs of animal activity?
o Bees, wasps, birds or other animals may have got in and 

caused a hazard (physical or biological) e.g. sticks pushed through 
louvres by birds and causing a trip hazard on the frame or obstruction 
to a moving bell
• Are there signs of water ingress?

o Water ingress may have caused floors to become slippery, 
caused an electrical hazard or even have caused structural damage
2. THE RINGING ROOM.
• Is there ANY possibility that any of the bells are up?

o If so, consider how you can check if it is safe to lower
them. (See 4. Bell chambers)
• Are clock chimes pulled off or not?

o Does the clock chime mechanism appear to be working 
correctly at this level?
• Visually inspect ropes for rodent damage or other
problems
• Are the Ellacombe hammers released?
• Was there any necessary maintenance or repair work pending when 
the lockdown began, which has not been done yet?
3. THE CLOCK.
• Does clock chime OK?
• Do pull offs work?
• Does the chiming mechanism appear to be in order at this level? i.e. 
no stray or broken hammer wires which could indicate a hammer not 
pulled clear of a bell.
4. SOUND SPACE BETWEEN RINGING ROOM AND BELFRY
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• Is there anything in the sound space room obstructing the passage of 
the ropes? 
• Visually inspect ropes for damage.
• Do any guiding pulleys run freely?
• Do rope guides or slap boards appear to be in order?
5. THE BELL CHAMBER
• Are the bells ALL down?

o If not, can a visual inspection be safely carried out to 
ascertain that it is safe to lower them?

o Is there anything inside any raised bell? e.g. rainwater
o Is there anything in or near the pit or frame which might 

obstruct the bell in its movement?
o Are any clock or Ellacombe hammers clear of the path of bell 

and its fittings?
o Lower the bell or bells with caution in all cases before 

proceeding to the rest of the inspection
• Is the installation free of any debris that may impede the movement 
of the bells?

o Check for fallen masonry or woodwork, fallen sound control 
materials and debris brought or pushed in by animals or birds. For 
example, nesting material. 
animals or birds. For example, nesting material.
• Are any sound control mechanisms in good order and
undamaged?
• Are sensors and associated cables etc secure and
undamaged?
• Is the frame bonded to the lightning conductor?

o Check for loose connections or damaged/missing tapes
• Has any work been done in the tower since last ringing?

o Check that work has not placed or fitted anything in the path 
of any bell, stay or rope. E.g. phone mast cables run through the spokes
of a bell wheel (yes, it has happened)
6. THE BELLS
• Are all the stays present and undamaged?

o Look for cracks where the stay meets the headstock (and/or 
U-bolt where present) 
• Do Hastings dinglers move freely?
• Do the sliders move freely?
• Are wheels and stays secure on headstocks?

o During hot weather, timber components will shrink
and may become loose (stays especially)

o Note: When checking tightness of bolts with a spanner always
test by loosening the nut, then retighten if necessary. That way you 
won't strip threads or over tighten anything.
• Are the clappers secure? Particularly on bells with timber headstocks.
• Inspect gudgeons and headstock bolts for damage or looseness.
• Do all ground pulleys run freely? Do all sliders move freely?
• Are all clock hammers pulled well clear of the bell and its
fittings?
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• With the clock hammers released (and wearing ear protection) check 
that the hammers are just clear of the bell and not resting on it. A 6 to 
12mm (1/4 to 1/2") gap is usual
• Are there any undue creaks or scraping noises when each bell is 
swung gently? 
• Does each bell swing for a while after being given apush? If swinging 
stops very quickly the bearings may need attention (but check again for 
other obstructions) 

o Check that plain bearings have been well oiled. Do
not attempt to grease or oil ball race bearings
• If all seems sound, raise each bell individually

o Check that it feels ok and that no undue noises are heard
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Appendix 2

Action plan

Briefing

 The tower captain will brief the ringers to be involved, ideally through a written procedure, 
based on this plan, in advance and again on arrival at the church. This is so that they understand
and agree to the arrangements, what will be expected of them and what will not be permitted.

 The briefing also provides an opportunity for them to ask questions to clarify what is involved 
and resolve any concerns that they may have.

 Specific arrangements to be considered in the planning – these all aim to minimise the risk of 
virus transmission

 Anyone with Covid symptoms, who has tested positive or been in contact with anyone with 
symptoms, must not participate until they have self-isolated for the recommended time (2 
weeks)

 The route to the tower door will be agreed.  It is assumed that the bell ringers are able to 
estimate a 2m distance and remain 2m apart.  

 Liaise with the church officers to ensure that the access route is agreed.
 Maximise natural ventilation in the ringing room during ringing, to ensure that any infectious 

aerosols will be diluted and flushed out. 
 Ropes to be used should be at least 1m apart to comply with current Government/CCCBR 

guidance. 
 Avoid using heavy bells that would require considerable effort to ring or ring up to avoid risk of 

exhaled droplets.
 The age profile of ringers is such that some will be cautious about any risk of infection for 

themselves and those of others in their household. Some may therefore be unwilling to ring, 
even if invited to do so.

 The ringers should be sufficiently experienced and competent that there is no need for tutors or
helpers, to eliminate the risk of sharing ropes and minimise the number of people involved. 
Regrettably, do not invite learners or recent starters who could lose control or need help.

 Remember that after a long break, even experienced ringers may take a while to get 
comfortable ringing their bell.

 Ringing will be for specific purposes only agreed with the Incumbent, and for a short period, no 
more than 15 minutes.

 Advise ringers that in the limited time they will only ring up, ring a short touch and ring down. 
Pre-plan what it may be feasible to ring given the constraints.

 Try to involve ringers local to the tower (to minimise interactions and travel distance). Members
from the same household will reduce the likelihood of mixing.

 Plan one band only with a named individual ringer for each bell – there will be no standing out 
to avoid different people handling the same rope.

 SPITTING ON HANDS OR ROPES IS NOT PERMITTED. Anyone who does this habitually and 
involuntarily, is best advised that they are not included in the band.
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 The ringers should be able to access the ringing room without the assistance of another person. 
The only exception may be 2 people from the same household who are both planned to ring.

 Arrange for ringers to arrive at the designated time using appropriate transport – no shared cars
except by household groups, on foot or cycle (minimise contact with others)

 All ringers should wash their hands thoroughly with soap and water prior to leaving home and 
use hand sanitiser before and after ringing.

 Agree by phone / email etc what is to be rung prior to arriving at the tower. Since it is unlikely 
that all bells will be rung in a tower, only very simple ringing is likely to be possible. Concentrate
on striking, for the benefit of neighbours, in particular.

 Do not share books, phones or other physical items. Minimise the handling of items in the 
ringing room.

 If required, ringers should agree to use protective equipment correctly. Each ringer should wear
a face covering, put on before entering the tower and removed only after leaving the church. 
Use a suitable washing / disposal facility. Consider most towers to be more akin to public 
transport as a guide to what protection to adopt. Note that gloves do not provide any 
protection.

 The risk of sneezing and heavier breathing while ringing makes use of a face covering desirable. 
Avoid touching your face or face covering whilst wearing it.

 Sessions in one tower should be timed to occur more than 72hours apart (to reduce viability of 
the virus). 

 This is not the time to resume teaching. However, a learner and a tutor from a single household 
may be accommodated when restrictions are partially lifted, in a specific session, while still 
implementing all other precautions, and using a simulator.

 Minimise speaking (especially shouting) to reduce the risk of droplet spread.

Access to church

 Arrange for ringers to arrive at the church at the agreed time, ready for being reminded of the 
briefing.

 The bells are only accessible from inside the church (via stairs, or ground floor ring), liaise with 
the church officer, in particular to “stagger” arrival times for other users, to avoid a crowd using 
the same door.

 Abide by any registration system in place (eg for track & trace, emergency purposes and 
safeguarding)

Staircase access to ringing room

 As much as possible, maximise the number of air changes through the staircase – open any 
windows and leave open intermediate doors. Make sure that ad hoc arrangements are safe and 
will not cause other hazards.

 Leave at least a 2m gap between consecutive people and do not allow people to cross on the 
staircase

 Use a quality hand sanitiser (high alcohol content) prior to and after ascending, then prior to 
and after descending.
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Virus hygiene during ringing

 Open doors and/or windows to create a gentle draught but avoid a strong draught that could 
blow ropes or dislodge things.

 Use a (minimum residue) hand sanitiser and do not use creams or lotions that leave residues on
ropes. Alcohol 60% - 70% is recommended. Allow it to dry as per the instructions (maybe 15s – 
20s) so there is no residue and any flammable vapours have dispersed and certainly before 
operating any switches.

 Minimise the sharing of items e.g.
o One person only, operates the rope spider
o One person only, operates the door handle, windows, light switches etc.
o One pen per person for any attendance book or preferably a “virtual” book. Or only one 

person completes the attendance records.
o Do not allow any refreshments, sweets etc in the tower. If essential, individuals may bring 

their own water in a bottle.

Ringing

 Whoever rings the bell up, rings it to the end of the session and then rings it down.
 Ensure the ropes used are at least as far apart as the prevailing social distancing rule (1m)
 Please consider the listeners and ensure the quality of the ringing and choice of bells sounds 

makes a pleasant even if unusual sound.
 Face the centre of the circle rather than the ringer you are following
 Minimise loud speaking to reduce risk of exhaled droplets (aerosols). This is a particular 

consideration for the conductor with loud bells or with ringers who are hard-of-hearing.
 In the unlikely event of someone losing control, helping recover the bell takes precedence over 

transmission risk. DO NOT RING AGAIN UNTIL any risk of virus transmission has been minimised 
(hand washing etc, as appropriate) and actions have been taken to prevent a similar incident 
recurring.

 Face coverings will muffle commands, so keep the ringing simple.

General reminders

 Many people infected by Covid-19 will show no symptoms but can spread the virus.
 The virus is spread through droplet transmission from breath, through talking, and especially 

through shouting, coughing, sneezing and hard breathing.
 Anyone can spread the virus via their hands from shared objects.
 Avoid touching your face.
 Wash your hands before leaving home, on arrival at the tower, before leaving and on returning 

home.
 The virus can stay live on hard surfaces such as plastics, tables or stone walls for at least 72 

hours
 The virus stays live on soft surfaces e.g. paper or sallies (and pets) for up to 24 hours

Other considerations
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Please do not neglect routine health and safety, safeguarding and other requirements such as 
protection of personal data, while implementing specific measures associated with Covid-19
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