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An Innovative Variable Ceiling at Fownhope New Memorial Hall 
 

Introduction 

Fownhope New Memorial Hall was built in 1987 as a 

replacement for the original Nissan hut style hall 

erected in 1920.It was funded mainly by Fownhope 

Parish Council and from local fundraising.  One of the 

other funders was the Sports Council, as the Hall was 

initially conceived as principally a sports facility.  The 

main hall is laid out for badminton and the ceiling 

height is 8m.  Lighting is provided by four high 

intensity sodium lamps mounted in the ceiling 

Over the first decade or so after it was built, the social use of the hall increased, in addition to the 

sports usage.  About seven years ago, it had become apparent that there was a need to rationalise the 

space in the building, to increase storage space, provide better toilets and an improved kitchen.  The 

changes were designed by a local Chartered Engineer, self-financed and the work undertaken mainly 

by volunteers.  This work has proved to have been of great benefit to many users, resulting in a greatly 

increased rate of bookings.  Because this is one of the major halls in the locality, the Hall has a 

catchment area covering many local villages and acts as a focus for a wide range of educational, 

sporting and social activities. 

The Need for a Variable Ceiling 

A major feature that the earlier work could not address 

was the cavernous nature of the main hall.  Although ideal 

for many sports, the ceiling height had numerous 

disadvantages when the hall was used for social functions. 

These included: 

• Difficulty and cost of heating 

• Poor lighting for events that required good colour 

rendering (eg exhibitions, flower arranging etc) 

• Poor acoustics, especially for film shows and talks 

• Poor ambiance and aesthetics 

 

Derek Colley, the Chartered Engineer behind the earlier improvements looked at the problems and 

designed an engineering solution that would address all of these problems.  He planned to install eight 

large ceiling panels, four along each side, each of which could be raised when required - in the manner 

of a drawbridge.  He carried out a design study and costing, which showed the total cost of around 

£30,000.   
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Project Funding 

 

 After applications to Herefordshire County Council and Awards for All had been turned down, Derek 

carried out a value analysis of his design and made a number of cost reduction improvements.  One of 

these was to forego automatic raising and lowering of the ceiling panels.  The electric motors were 

replaced with chain winches which would be operated by hand.  As a result of these changes, the 

estimated project cost came to around £20,000.  By this time we had raised about £4,000 from our 

own fundraising efforts. 

 

 We then made a successful application to Severn Waste Environmental Fund: Welcome to our Future.  

The project was awarded a £10,000 grant, payable in arrears.  The grant was to expire early in 2010 so 

the work had to be completed by then.  However, with this grant and our own funds reserved for this 

project, we still had a project shortfall of approximately £6,000.  The Trustees met and agreed that we 

should look for funds we could access fairly quickly, but that the work should proceed anyway, in 

order to avoid the risk of losing the grant.  The Hall had sufficient reserves to fund the cash flow and, if 

the worst came to the worst, also to fund the shortfall – albeit with a large drop in our reserves.  In 

the end we received additional funding from Leisure-50 (a local social club), the Fownhope Parish 

Council and Tesco Charitable Trust.  The residual small shortfall was made up from our own funds. 

 

Programme of Work 

The work started in October 2009, under the direction of Derek 

Colley, with the release of drawings and contracts to an engineering 

company who fabricated the main structure of the eight panels.  

Ceiling planks and ancillary mechanical components were ordered at 

the same time.  Preparatory work on the hall was also carried out.  

This involved exposing the structural steel frame of the building at 

points where the ceiling would be anchored.  It was also necessary to 

remove the oriole window that overlooked the hall from the Tesco 

(meeting) Room on the first floor.  As this protruded into the hall, it 

would have interfered with the lowering of the two end panels if it 

had been left in place.  This window was replaced with a flat one.  All 

this preparatory work was carried out by a team of volunteers. 

 

An acoustic test was also carried out in order to assess the improvement in acoustics.  The 

reverberation time (60dB) for the hall was measured to be more than one second. 

 

The main assembly and installation work took 

place during the last week in November 2009 and 

the hall was closed for this period.  The structural 

steelwork was installed by contractors.  The 

lighting was installed by local electricians with help 

from a team of local volunteers.  

 

As with any innovative project, there were 

numerous unforeseen snags which had to be 

overcome by some quick action and creativity.  For 

example, it was found that the light fittings were 

not secure when fitted into the thin aluminium ceiling planks.  After some quick experimentation and 
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trials, our professional electricians agreed that the lamps could be mounted using a washer cut out of 

fibre board.  As there were seventy-two lamps to mount, this involved setting up a small production 

line to cut these out, but the work was completed in half a day. 

 

The six volunteers, including Derek Colley (third from the 

left in the picture), carried out the bulk of the work and 

worked more-or-less full time for about five days in order 

to complete the project by the end of November.   It is 

interesting to note that only one of these volunteers was 

under the age of 70!  Other members of the local 

community were involved in providing a supply of coffee, 

cakes and biscuits in order to fuel the work. 

 

The result 

The new ceiling had its first outing on the evening of the last Friday in November 2009, when the 

Fownhope Garden Club met for a talk.  It was immediately reported that the hall was significantly 

warmer and comfortable, than previously.  The fan convectors had usually run flat out and failed to 

provide adequate warmth at floor level, as most of the hot air had risen into the high ceiling.  

However, these heaters were now found to be cycling on their thermostats.  Users also reported that 

the felt they could hear the speaker far more clearly.  A similar report came from people at a Flicks-in-

the-Sticks film show a week later. 

 

The acoustic test was repeated a few weeks after installation had been completed and it was found 

that the reverberation time had reduced by about 25% to around three-quarters of a second. 

 

Outcomes 

• The new ceiling has been welcomed by all users of 

the hall.   

• It has significantly contributed to savings in heating 

costs. 

• Fownhope New Memorial Hall is one of the 

County’s major village film venues for Flicks-in-the-

Sticks and the annual Borderline Film Festival. 

Audiences of up to a hundred and fifty are not 

unusual.  The new ceiling has been found to have 

contributed to the comfort and enjoyment of these performances.  Previously, it had been 

necessary to use subtitles even on English films to help people who were hard of hearing.  The 

improvement in audibility has made this unnecessary in most cases.  

• The improved white lighting has benefited many of the social groups, from bowls to flower 

arranging, who regularly use the hall. 

• The ceiling is in the down position most of the 

time and is generally only raised and lowered 

once a week for badminton matches.  It has also 

been raised occasionally for childrens’ parties 

where a bouncy castle has been provided. 



Fownhope New Memorial Hall Variable Ceiling Project     Page 4 

 

Acknowledgements and Thanks 

The Trustees of Fownhope New Memorial Hall would like to thank Community First and Welcome to 

our Future, without whom this successful project would not have taken place.  We would also like to 

thank Fownhope Parish Council, Fownhope Leisure-50 Club, other local groups and individuals who 

have contributed financially to the project.  We would also like to thank the local volunteers who did 

much of the installation work, our local electricians and the companies, including A-Trac, Mercian 

Lifting Gear and Hunter Douglas, who supplied materials and assisted with the installation.  Finally we 

would like to thank the residents of Fownhope who gave their enthusiastic support for the project. 

 

Ian Quayle 

Chairman 

Fownhope New Memorial Hall 

November 2010 


