United Reformed Church South Western Synod


     Information Sheet 4

Introduction

In the South Western Synod it is the responsibility of the local church (pastorate or group) to provide and maintain manses, including arranging the insurance and quinquennial surveys, unless they have passed a Resolution to hand the manse over to the Synod Trust.  In united pastorates this can lead to confusion, particularly where the Methodist circuit is responsible for Methodist manses.  In LEPS which benefit from a URC manse the ‘local church meeting’ will comprise URC members and those affiliated with the URC only, responsibilities for maintenance and repairs are often described in Sharing Agreements for the manse, applicable to the LEP..
Sale of Redundant Manses
Where there is no foreseeable need for a manse as a minister’s residence it may be sold and the decision to sell will be made by the local church, and the Synod Trust.  The Trust Officers are unlikely to agree to the sale if a manse is nearby church buildings or within church grounds or if any other good reason exists why a particular property should not be sold.

The Synod Trust deals with all the legal aspects of manse sales, purchases and lettings on behalf of the local church and the Synod.

When a redundant manse is sold, a meeting of the relevant parties (local church and Synod Trust Officers) will consider the use of the funds to comply with Schedule 2 Part II of the United Reformed Church Act. Synod has a policy that in the absence of any other agreement the funds are apportioned 40% to the local church and 60% to the Synod.  The church’s share is held by the Synod Trust and is treated as ‘restricted capital’ but the income arising may be made available to the church, at the Trustees discretion. This also applies if the local church has passed a Resolution to give the manse to the Synod Trust under the Manse Policy as agreed at Synod October 2024.
Some funds are held by the Trust, earmarked for manses for particular pastorates.  If it becomes clear that a manse will no longer be required, the funds would normally be split as above.

Sale and Purchase of a New Manse
Where manses fall short of the Synod guidelines, the Synod Trust may consider making a grant or loan available towards the purchase of a more appropriate manse, subject to the local pastorate’s own resources.  Where it is agreed by the local church and the Synod Trust that a manse should be sold and another one (perhaps larger or in a more appropriate location) be bought, the Trust will hold all the capital sale proceeds.  If any additional money is required for the proposed new property it must be clear where that money is to come from before any sale will be agreed.

The Synod Trust will purchase the new manse which will be registered at the Land Registry in the Trust’s name and held in trust for the benefit of the local church in accordance with the URC Act.  Any purchase should conform to the current guidelines for new manses which are summarised below. However, it should be noted that these are guidelines, and some compromise may be necessary.

The URC Plan for Partnership specification for new manses is a useful guide and suggests that a property should be in good condition, easy to maintain and ideally be detached with the following spacious accommodation:-

· Living Room 

· Dining Room (or large Kitchen Diner) 

· Study (on ground floor) 

· Kitchen 

· Utility room or area 

· 4 good sized bedrooms 

· Bathroom 

· Good sized garden and parking for two cars 

· Garage 

· Must be in good condition and easily maintained

· Must have double glazing, central heating and be well insulated

· Cloakroom on ground floor 

All new manses are to be to the ‘Decent Homes’ Standards and have an EPC of grade C or above.  Any manse below that grade should be capable of being upgraded to C or above.
If any surplus money remains after completion of the sale and purchase it will be dealt with by consultation between the local church, the Synod and the Trust Officers.  The funds are apportioned by agreement but are subject to Synod Policy and a minimum apportionment of 40% to the local church and 60% to the Synod as detailed above.
The general policy of the Trust is that bridging finance for exchange of manses is not available unless a signed contract for the sale of the original manse exists.  However, the "no bridging" policy can sometimes cause great problems, especially when sales are taking place during a vacancy which is likely not to be prolonged. Exceptionally the Trust has assisted in a few cases where, through no fault of the local church, the existing Manse has proved difficult to sell, by:

i 
"acquiring" the existing manse as a Trust investment.

ii 
agreeing to a bridging loan, i.e. advancing capital in the form of a loan, recoverable when the existing manse sells.
iii 
providing additional finance by grant and /or loan.  Grants will now usually be recorded as a Synod “share” in the ownership.

Note that in the case of loans the Trust will charge interest at 1% above Base Rate, to reimburse it for loss of income from the advanced capital.

Managing your Manse
In all respects a manse occupied by a Minister should be managed as if were let.  Please refer to Information Sheets No 6 ‘Letting Manses’ and No 5 ‘Managing Manses’.
What to do when nearing a vacancy
Establish whether or not the present manse is suitable and meets the guidelines above.  If it is not suitable, consult the Moderator and the Synod Property and Trust Officer.  Financial planning should begin.

Establish the expected length of the vacancy; consider asking the Trust Officers to approve letting the manse if appropriate on a residential tenancy (effectively a minimum period 12+ months). 
Advise your insurance company on the potential new status of the manse (let or unoccupied): cover for empty property is both expensive and severely limited.

What to do when in a vacancy
Notify the insurance company of the new status of the manse, and the Local Authority to ensure Council Tax charges are correct.

If letting, advise the Synod Property and Trust Officers of the letting agent you wish to use, noting that the contract with the letting agent must be in the name of the Synod and not the local church, although the local church will continue to be responsible for all day to day matters. In such cases the income is collected by the letting agents, passed to Synod Finance department whereby 10% is held in an earmarked account for repairs and maintenance purposes, whilst the remainder (90%) is returned to the local church.  All the income belongs to the local church.  Note also that the legal fees incurred for the production of the residential tenancy agreement will not be paid by the Synod Trust and nor will grants be paid for the manse whilst it is let.
If retaining the manse and not letting it, plan for its security, maintenance, and decide what services should be left on (if necessary discuss this with your insurers). Take special care if the vacancy persists through the winter to prevent pipes freezing.  The insurance companies are now more ready to accept that leaving trace heating on in winter is more reasonable than draining the system and turning off all services, however do check with your insurers..

Other Matters
Local churches must regularly review the suitability of their present manses.  If there is the slightest possibility that the manse will need to be changed at some stage in the future, the local church should establish and build-up a "Manse Fund", where a regular sum is budgeted for annually in order to accrue sufficient funding. Such action is necessary to keep demands on the Trust finances within manageable levels.

If a Housing Allowance is paid to a Minister who lives in his/her own property it must not be less than the sum recommended from time to time by the Synod, and the terms of the Housing Allowance should be set with reference to the URC Plan for Partnership. (see: http://www.urc.org.uk/the-plan-for-partnership.html   Appendix B).

Housing Allowances must be paid to the Minister through the URC central payroll. Housing Allowances form part of a Minister's taxable income.

Renting in a property for use as a manse TC \l2 "Renting property for use as a manse
This is an extremely rare occurrence.  You must first consult the Synod Property and Trust Officer.  The property will usually be rented in the name of the Trust.
For further information and clarification contact :-

The Property & Trust Officer

The United Reformed Church (South Western Synod) Incorporated
Synod Offices
20 Paul Street
Taunton

Somerset
TA1 3PF
Web:  
www.urcsouthwest.org.uk
Tel:
01823 275470
Email:
property@urcsouthwest.org.uk
Policy change for church manses (October 2024 amended March 2025)
Introduction

A manse is a house provided primarily to house a minister or CRCW and their immediate family and dependents.  These are generally owned by the Synod Trust but managed and maintained by local churches. 

Where there is no minister or CRCW, the church may, with the consent of the Synod Trustees, let the manses to third parties to secure an income from the property.  Such tenancies should be in the name of the Synod Trust.

Maintenance of manses

The Synod Trust recognises that many local churches and pastorates find it a challenge to maintain their manse in good order.  The Synod Trust requires that all manses are regularly inspected and have a full survey at least every 5 years.

In addition, when a manse is to be let to tenants, there is a need to ensure compliance with the national regulations regarding the letting of residential properties.  These include a requirement that manses to be let must have an Energy Performance Certificate rating of E or better.

Although the EPC regulation does not apply to manses that have serving ministers or CRCWs resident, the Trust believes that all manses should be brought up to a standard of C.  All newly purchased manses have a minimum level of C.

Towards a future manse policy

The medium-term strategy of the Synod and its Trustees is that the Synod will directly provide and manage manses suitable to house a minister or CRCW and their immediate family.  This would relieve the local church of this burden and enable a gradual move to a more consistent standard of property for ministers or CRCWs and their families. 
As a means of effecting this transition, the Synod Trust is willing to take over a manse with the consent of the local church or pastorate.  Where a church wishes to take up this option, a church meeting resolution will be required. A draft resolution is attached. There is no limit on when a church may exercise this option.  This option can be exercised whether there is a minister or CRCW in residence, or the manse is currently vacant or rented out.

If a Church choses to take up this option, the Synod Trust will place a sum of money equivalent to 40% of the current market value (provided by an independent surveyor) of the manse at the time the option is taken up in an earmarked holding account which can be made available to the Church (subject to  approval by the Synod Trustees) to help offset the cost of future capital projects involving the Church buildings.  The amount placed in the earmarked account (“the Fund”) can at the Synod Trustees’ discretion be increased to as much as 100% of the valuation if the Church can establish justification for doing so i.e. a suitable project which is proposed or already underway or plans to renovate or improve the church buildings where the costing is expected to exceed the 40% figure.   

Payments from the Fund will only be released to help offset the cost of approved capital projects and money held in the Fund will not be available for day-to-day current expenditure.  Where the church has no immediate plans requiring the release of capital, the money may be invested in an Ethical Investment Fund and the dividends released to the Church for its unrestricted use.  If major capital works are planned in the near to medium term (less than 3 years) the Fund will be placed on deposit and the interest arising may be released to the church for its unrestricted use.

If a church chooses to release a manse to the Synod Trust, the church will no longer have any control or influence over the future of the property.  The Synod Trust, at its complete discretion, may decide to sell the property, let the property on a short-term rent, or manage the manse with a minister or CRCW in situ.

If the option is taken to release a manse to the Synod Trust, the option cannot be reversed.

If a church opts to transfer the manse to the Synod Trust, any rental funds held on behalf of the church to meet maintenance and repair costs of the manse will also be transferred to the Synod Trust.

Where a church does not take up the option outlined below, the Synod Trust will withhold at least 10% of any net rental and place it in an Earmarked fund to be used to meet future costs for maintenance and necessary safety certificates.

If a minister or CRCW is called to serve a church or pastorate that has taken the option to release the manse, the Synod will provide a manse and will take full responsibility for any maintenance required.  The church or pastorate will still be required to meet the costs of Council Tax and Water Rates.  If a pastorate to be served by a minister or CRCW has one or more manses a decision will be taken by the Synod Pastoral Committee what action is needed.  Note:- This policy ONLY applies to manses which under the ownership by the URC Southwestern Synod Trust. It does not apply to manses which are owned by other denominations.  Special arrangements may be required for manses that involve a sharing agreement.

Summary of responsibilities

Church “owned” Manse occupied by a tenant

· Tenant pays all utilities and council tax.
· Church is responsible for Insurance of the building and all repairs and maintenance. No grants will be available.

· Church is responsible for meeting the licensing requirements in respect of safety matters.
· Church is responsible for obtaining regular 5 yearly surveys and dealing with any issues.
· Church will need to apply for a license to let a manse to an individual or family under the planned regulations.
Church “owned” manse occupied by a minister or CRCW

· Church or pastorate is responsible for Insurance of the building and all repairs and maintenance. Grants to assist with repairs will be available.

· Church or pastorate is responsible for council tax and water rates.

· Church or pastorate is responsible for obtaining regular 5 yearly surveys and dealing with any issues raised by the survey.
· Minister or CRCW is responsible to pay for all utilities apart from water rates.
Church “owned” manse that is unoccupied
· The church or pastorate is responsible for any utilities or council tax.
Synod manse occupied by a tenant

· Synod Trust is responsible for all repairs, maintenance and insurance of the building.

· Synod Trust is responsible for meeting the licensing requirements in respect of safety matters.
· Synod Trust is responsible for obtaining regular 5 yearly surveys and dealing with any issues.
· Tenant pays all utilities and council tax.
· Synod Trust will need to apply for a license to let the property under the planned regulations.
· The local Church has no responsibility for the manse.
Synod manse occupied by a minister or CRCW

· Synod Trust is responsible for all repairs, maintenance and insurance of the building.

· Synod Trust is responsible for meeting the licensing requirements in respect of safety matters.
· Synod Trust is responsible for obtaining regular 5 yearly surveys and dealing with any issues.
· Minister or CRCW pays all utilities apart from water rates.

· Synod Trust may need to apply for a license to let the property under the planned regulations.

· Church or pastorate meets the costs of water rates and council tax.
Synod manse that is unoccupied
· The Synod Trust will be responsible for all utilities and any council or other taxes when a manse is unoccupied.
Richard Gray

Treasurer URC Southwestern Synod Trust

Revised 9th March 2025

[….] UNITED REFORMED CHURCH

RESOLUTIONS  OF THE CHURCH MEETING

Extract from the Minutes of […….] United Reformed Church Meeting held on……… day of …………..20.., this meeting having been convened by Notice stating the purpose of the Meeting given on the two Sundays immediately preceding the Meeting 

Resolutions passed by the majority of those present and voting:      

1.   This Church Meeting recognises that the ongoing costs associated with the day-to-day management and maintenance of its Manse at[……….] (“the Manse”) and the responsibilities which this places on its Elders  are no longer sustainable and requests the assistance of its Trustee (“the United Reformed Church (South Western Synod) Incorporated) (“the Trustee”)  in resolving this situation.        

2..  This Church Meeting recognises that in pursuance of this request all appropriate consultations have  taken place as required by paragraph 5 of Schedule 2 Part II to the United Reformed Church Act 1981 (“the Schedule 2 Part II Trusts”)  and therefore  requests the Trustee  to invoke the procedure set out in paragraph 5 and in paragraph 2(d) of the Schedule 2 Part II Trusts in relation to the Manse to the intent that all interest of the Church in the Manse and all responsibility of the Church for the day-to-day management,  buildings insurance, maintenance  and repair of the Manse shall cease with immediate effect it being recognised that the retention by the Church of its interest in the Manse is no longer of benefit to the Church having regard to the expenditure connected with its ongoing maintenance and the responsibilities attached to its day -to-day management.

3.   This Church Meeting acknowledges and agrees that the Manse (and the net proceeds of sale arising from the ultimate disposal of the Manse) will henceforth be held by the Trustee upon trust for the South Western Synod of the United Reformed Church for its general purposes pursuant to paragraph 2(d) of the Schedule 2 Part II Trusts to the exclusion of all further interest of the Church therein.

4.   Where a manse is required by the Church to accommodate its Minister or CRCW, this Church Meeting understands that the Trustee will in future provide this by way of licence free of charge to the Church save that the Church will be responsible for the payment of council tax and water charges.   The costs of buildings insurance, maintenance and repair will be the responsibility of the Trustee.

Signed:            ________________________                       ___________________________

(Print Name) _________________________                      ___________________________

                        Chairperson of the Meeting                           Secretary of the Meeting

Dated:          __________________________

SELLING AND PURCHASING MANSES
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