United Reformed Church South Western Synod


   Information Sheet 13

This information sheet aims to provide guidance on the process of selling redundant buildings and closing a Church.  When we refer to a ‘Church’ confusion can arise because we may be referring to only a church building or a local congregation.  In this information Sheet ‘Church’ refers to a congregation and not a building.

SECTION 1 - CHURCH CLOSURE

This section offers advice to Elders and Church Meetings which are about to decide, after much prayerful consideration that the local Church is to close and it will cease to exist, its assets will be disposed, and its members will transfer membership or worship elsewhere.  Church Meetings may decide that they wish to sell a building or surplus premises but the Church (as a body of people and an Excepted Charity) is to continue, and this is dealt with in the next section.
The decision to close a Church is never taken lightly and will come only after much discussion among Church Elders and their Synod Pastoral Advisor, as well as extensive consultation with church members. Such a decision is formalised by way of a Church Meeting Resolution (see example - Appendix 1) which is prepared by the Synod Property Team, and once completed and signed, it must be returned to the Synod Office. Once the decision to close has been reached there are some formalities to be carried out as summarised below.  Support and assistance is always available from the Synod Property team, who are available to advise Elders prior to closure, and also from the Synod Pastoral Advisor.
Transfer of Management
On the formal closure date, management of the church premises will become the responsibility of the Synod Trust.  The local Church will cease to exist and its status as an Excepted Charity will end. Former Members will move to other churches, often transferring to another United Reformed Church.
Vacant Premises and Hirers
The sale of property by the Trustee will mean that full vacant possession is required, so the local Church will need to ensure that prior to closure all third party users of the premises (hirers and licensees) and been given notice and have relocated elsewhere.  If any part of the premises is leased then early consultation with the Synod Property Team is essential as the lease may have to be terminated prior to closure and sale of the premises.  Elders should also be aware of the rights of sitting tenants, people who have exclusively occupied part of the premises for more than six months and pay the church for the area they use.  Information Sheet 7 ‘Hiring Church Rooms and Halls’ provides further advice, but such a situation needs handing carefully and early consultation with the Synod Property Team is essential.
Finance and Accounts

The Treasurer will be required to complete financial accounts up until the date of closure and send a copy to the Synod office. He/she will also need to contact the bank to arrange closure of all relevant bank accounts. Any remaining balances should be transferred to the Synod Trust and may be used to fund expenses related to the Church closure (such as payment of increased insurance premium).
Insurance
The insurer needs to be advised of the date of closure (and transfer of the property and policy to the Synod Trust). A Church representative should therefore contact the insurer to provide this information.  Contact details for the insurance company, together with the policy number and renewal date should be passed to the Synod Property team so the change of circumstances can be confirmed by the Synod.  Insurers usually require weekly inspections following closure, and this tends to be carried out by a local contact from the former church (see below), who is willing to remain a key-holder, and to take on this responsibility on behalf of the Synod Trust.
Please note carefully that Church Secretaries must retain copies of all insurance certificates as proof that insurance was in place whilst the church was active. These should be passed to the Synod trust when the church closes so that in the event of a historic claim, it can be demonstrated that the buildings were insured, and by whom.
Utilities – gas, electricity and water

Once the church is no longer used as a place of worship there will be no usage of gas, electricity or water. Please take photos of the meters and send to the Synod Office too.  If you are also “caretaking” on our behalf, please also take photos at the point of sale.  This is important for us when cancelling contracts with our service providers.  All services must be switched off too as a requirement for insurance purposes.  
Utility companies supplying the gas, electricity and water will need to be advised of the date of church closure and provided with final meter readings. It is important to record the meter reference number and reading for each meter. Photographs are usually taken as confirmation and sent to the Synod Office for safekeeping on file, together with contact details for the utility companies, and the account reference numbers. The Synod Property team will confirm the new arrangements with suppliers.
Water. It is important to switch off all water heating apparatus, and to drain down any water storage facilities and the central heating system. Water should be turned off at the mains using the stopcock and the location of the stopcock advised to the Synod Property team. This is a requirement by our insurers.
Gas
Once final meter readings have been taken the gas supply should be switched off using the lever handle at the meter. Make sure that the meter cupboard is securely closed, particularly if located externally. This is a requirement by our insurers.
Electricity

All electrical devices should be switched off and unplugged and the electric supply turned off using the master switch on the fuse board. As with gas, make sure the meter cupboard is secure. This is a requirement by our insurers.
Security

Once the Church premises are no longer in use, it is essential that all parts are kept safe and secure. External doors should be bolted (where appropriate) and locked. It may be necessary to put in place additional security features such as extra locks, door chains, window grilles, padlocks, external lighting, or chains across car parking areas. Any areas of damage should be checked at the weekly inspection and repairs carried out as soon as possible to deter further damage to the building and grounds. This is a requirement by our insurers.
Burial grounds

If the Church includes land which is or has been previously used as Burial Ground then full details should be passed on to the Synod Property team, including the location of any such areas or graves and any burial records or registers.
Church Records

Church records may be of historic interest so a representative of the church should contact the County Record Office to enquire which, if any, records they would like to retain. Records may include baptisms, membership lists, or marriage details. The Records Office should be asked to note that the deposit of records should be registered to the Trustees (United Reformed Church (South Western Synod) Incorporated), and not the church representative as this can make records difficult to trace in future. Please request that any confirmation receipt is sent to the Synod Property team as this will provide a permanent record of what has been archived and will enable a prompt response to any future queries concerning historic records.  
The Methodist Church provides some good advice regarding what records and information a church should keep and how it should be managed which is worth considering prior to closure.  See: http://www.methodist.org.uk/static/rm/document_retention.pdf
If there are any reports such as gas safety, electrical reports, asbestos reports/ asbestos management plans make sure these are also passed to Synod Property Team as important for H&S reasons as well as for any future insurance claims by third parties..
Marriage Licence

In most cases the church building will have been licenced for marriages and the church will need to notify the Superintendent Registrar of closure and complete a General Register’s form 77 ‘Notice of Disuse’. The ‘Authorised Person’ for undertaking marriages and issuing certificates will need to contact the Registrar to conclude matters. Please provide Registrar details and the Church’s registration number to the Synod Property Team in case any queries or difficulties arise and also so the premises can be cancelled as a Licenced Place of Worship once any sale has been completed. 
Sale of Premises

Charity Law (The Charities Act, Section 119) places a requirement upon the Trustee to seek independent professional advice concerning disposal of Church premises. This is usually provided by a chartered surveyor and is arranged by the Synod Property team.  The Trustee is duty bound to follow the advice given.  
Disposal of contents, fixtures and fittings.
Disposing of any contents is the responsibility of the Church and planning should start early so that this process can be completed prior to formal closure. Disposal applies to free-standing items only as all fixed items (such as pews, pulpit or organ) must remain in place, especially if the building is Listed.  The Synod Property Team must be fully consulted prior to any disposal if the property is Listed. In all cases wall tablets or memorials should also be retained.  If possible photographs should be taken to record items prior to disposal or sale of the buildings, and should be passed to the Property team so records can kept for future reference.
Some items may not be in high demand and a buyer may not ultimately be found. It may be worth considering offering more specialised items for sale using a local Auctioneer, although it should be noted that proceeds arising from such sales are usually low.
Local Contacts
It is extremely helpful for the Synod Trust if one or more local representatives are willing to take on the role of ‘Local Contact’, This is undertaken in a voluntary capacity and would generally include being a key-holder in case access is required, liaison with the Synod Property Team, and assisting with any general enquiries relating to the premises.  Any requests for assistance will be kept to a minimum!
SECTION 2 -  SALE OF REDUNDANT CHURCH BUILDINGS

Churches sometimes find that their premises are simply too big, or significant repairs are needed, and they wish to consider selling part of the premises.  Some churches may find that the sanctuary does not lend itself to different expressions of worship and they wish to find an alternative venue.  In these circumstances the Church (as a body of people) will continue as it is only the sale of buildings that is being considered.  A separate Information Sheet (No 5) is available for the sale and purchase of Manses.
Resolution

The decision to sell a building is made by the Church Meeting guided by the Elders.  The Church Meeting will need to make a formal Resolution requesting the Trustee to market the building for sale and to liaise with the Elders.  Early discussion with the Synod Property Team is essential and they will provide wording for a draft Resolution.

Mission Plan

The Trustees will need to understand why the building is to be sold and how this will impact on the church before they will agree the Resolution.  The church should prepare a written Mission Plan setting out the current position, problems with retaining the building, how selling the building will improve their mission and detail financial considerations (ideally attaching church accounts).  The Mission Plan should be sent to the Synod Office with the signed Resolution.  Churches should involve their Synod Pastoral Adviser in this process, not least because the Trustee will consult the Synod Pastoral Committee.

Sale Proceeds

It is the policy of The South Western Synod that in the absence of any other agreement the net proceeds from the sale of redundant buildings are apportioned 60% Synod Trust and 40% Local Church.  The Trustee will consider the apportionment when considering the Resolution and Mission Plan and the church will be advised of its decision before marketing commences.  Where the Trustee considers the Mission Plan makes a good case for investment in the retained church property it may agree that the church’s share of the net sale proceeds be increased.  Funds arising from the sale of buildings will be restricted in Charity Law and the capital will only be available to the church for ‘capital’ expenditure (extension of buildings or substantial asset improvement) however the interest arising from the fund can be made available at the Trustees discretion.
Charities Act - Section 119

If the Trustee agrees the Resolution it will seek independent professional advice concerning disposal of the building, which it is then duty bound to follow. This is usually provided by a chartered surveyor and is arranged by the Synod Property team.

Insurance

Consideration needs to be given to whether the building will become vacant during the marketing period and if so an increased insurance premium may apply, and services (electricity, gas etc) may have to be turned off and heating/plumbing systems drained down, to comply with the insurers’ requirements.

Other considerations

Other factors mentioned in Section 1 above may also apply to the sale of a building and should be considered.  
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Appendix 1 Example Resolution to close Church
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Extract from the Minutes of the Church Meeting of _______________________________________
 United Reformed Church

held on the ____________________day of __________________________ 20_,

this meeting having been convened by Notice stating the purpose of the meeting given the TWO Sundays immediately preceding the meeting 

Resolutions passed by majority of those present and voting

1.
This Church Meeting resolves that _____________________ United Reformed Church shall close as from the _________________ day of _________________________ 20 _,  that being the date when final Services will take place, and requests the assistance of the Synod of the South Western Province (“the Synod”) in giving effect to this.

2.
Following the closure of _____________________________United Reformed Church for worship after the premises cease to be used on the  ________________________day of_________________________________20_ , it is resolved that members will transfer their membership to ________________________________United Reformed Church.

3.
That the United Reformed Church (South Western Synod) Incorporated as Trustee (“the Trustee”) is requested to sell/lease the church and ________________________________ premises at a price to be fixed and agreed by the said Trustee Body, following closure of ___________________________________United Reformed Church and the transfer of the existing membership to ___________________________United Reformed Church.

4.
The Trustee shall hold the proceeds of any such sale/lease of the church and _______________ premises of _____________________________ United Reformed Church in accordance with the terms of Paragraph 5 and 2 (d) of Part One or Part Two (as is appropriate) of the Second Schedule of the United Reformed Church Act 1981.

5.
That any balance held in the Church General Fund and all other expendable funds and investments held  by or in trust for the Church for its general purposes shall be transferred to the Trustee to be held upon trust for the Synod for its general purposes.

6.
That all other funds held by or in trust for the Church on special or restricted  trusts (whether as to capital or income) shall (subject to the Trustee obtaining the authority of the Charity Commission where required  by law) be transferred to the Trustee to be held upon trust for the Synod for its general purposes or for such special or restricted  purposes as the Charity Commission shall authorise in circumstances where its consent is required.

Dated this ______________day of ______________________________________________20_

___________________________


_________________________________

Secretary of Meeting




 Chairperson of Meeting

(Please return TWO signed copies to the Synod Office, Taunton URC, 18 Paul Street, Taunton, Somerset, TA1 3PF and retain ONE signed copy in the Church Minute Book)
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