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 Property Policy 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Eastern Synod is one of 13 Synods of the United Reformed Church (“URC”) within the 

United Kingdom. Geographically encompassing Norfolk, Suffolk, most of Essex, most of 

Cambridgeshire and part of Hertfordshire. It is constituted in accordance with the Scheme of 

Union and the United Reformed Church Acts of 1972, 1981 and 2000 and consists of United 

Reformed churches and Local Ecumenical Partnerships and United and Union churches with 

URC Involvement. 

1.2 Synod Meeting has judged it expedient to give guidance to Trust Directors, the Synod’s 

Resources/Property Committee and Eastern Synod churches regarding current governance 

requirements and the way it seeks to work with local churches and the wider Christian 

community regarding property matters. (However, such guidance cannot bind the Trust 

Directors who have to act independently in accordance with the URC Acts) Synod Meeting will 

itself review the terms of the policy at no more than five yearly intervals to ensure it continues to 

represent the intention of Synod Meeting and remains fit for purpose. 

1.3 The legislative framework in which we work is ever changing. Attached to this policy is a 

guidance note on the legislative framework applying to the occupation and maintenance of 

church property. That note does not form part of this policy and will be updated as required. 

1.4 Eastern Synod’s constituent churches occupy and use a large number of buildings, 

including church sanctuaries; halls; manses; or other dwelling houses. In some cases, burial 

grounds or agricultural land are also associated with the local church. In a very few cases local 

churches and/or the Trust Company have an interest in Shopping Centres or other investment 

properties. 

1.5 The overwhelming majority of local church land and buildings is held on trust by, and 

legally registered to, The United Reformed Church (Eastern Province) Trust (hereinafter “the 

Trust Company”) as sole trustee. The Trust Company holds such properties for the benefit of 

local churches and/or for other URC charitable purposes. The legal trusteeship allows the local 

church to benefit from the use of the property while ensuring that the trust over the property 

continues to be managed according to its governing documents and places duties on the local 

church to operate it and to maintain it in accordance with the URC Acts and the legal obligations 

of an occupier of property (in addition to the expectation of operating to ‘best practice’ 

standards). Any modifications to such buildings or any change to, or extension of, their use 

together with the sale, other disposal or purchase of properties requires the approval of the 

Trust Company. Any local churches that still have local trustees are also obliged to act in 

accordance with the URC Acts, unless they are joint churches, Local Ecumenical Partnerships 

or Union Churches governed by other trusts and legislation. 
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1.6 A schedule of all properties utilised by Eastern Synod churches for which the Trust 

Company is corporate Trustee will be maintained by Synod, along with a database relating to 

each property. 

1.7 In addition, and quite separately, the Trust Company holds, on behalf of the Synod, 

manses which are part of the Synod Manse Scheme as well as a number of burial grounds no 

longer associated with any Eastern Synod constituent church. Such property is to be reflected in 

the accounts of the Trust Company. The Trust Company may also from time to time hold the 

property formerly utilised by a local church which has now closed, pending its sale. Only 

moneys which come under the control of Synod in accordance with the terms of the URC Acts 

are to be reflected in the Trust Company accounts on the disposal of such property. 

2. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE LOCAL CHURCH, SYNOD AND TRUST COMPANY 

2.1 Synod seeks to act in a spirit of partnership between the Trust Company and the local 

church, encouraging dialogue and sharing of good practice and advice, and it is in that spirit that 

Synod seeks to apply and understand governance and asset management within the URC. The 

Trust Company and Synod, whilst part of the wider Church with its own particular ministry, exist 

to support and facilitate this work through the local churches. 

2.2 Local Churches, Synod and the Trust Company directors act individually and in 

partnership to follow the guidance and governance procedures set out in the URC Manual as 

updated, when necessary, by General Assembly and by the URC Acts of 1972, 1981 and 2000 

incorporated into the manual. 

2.3 The Trust Company has obligations as trustee of the property, as well as legal duties 

imposed by legislation and the URC Acts. The Trust Company holds the local church premises 

on trust to allow them to be occupied and used for the purposes of public worship, instruction of 

children and adults, and the promotion of other charitable purposes not inconsistent with these 

uses. 

2.4 Whilst the Trust Company may in the future seek to delegate some powers to the local 

church at present the local church as occupier of the building under the current understanding 

of trusteeship in the URC has the following responsibilities: 

• To repair and maintain the premises, to enter into suitable contracts with those 

carrying out this work and to be responsible for making any payments. This work at 

present does not normally need the permission of the Trust Company but Synod expects 

the local church to seek advice as to the suitability of any significant proposals and 

provide information when seeking financial assistance. (The Trust Company needs to be 

assured that the local church has the funds to complete any work undertaken.) 

• To obtain the permission of the Trust Company before undertaking any improvement 

or alteration works. Again, the local church is responsible for employing suitably qualified 

consultants, for entering into suitable contracts for the work and for making any 

payments. 

• To comply with all legislation controlling the occupation of premises. 
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• To comply with relevant legislation in relation to alteration and maintenance building 

works 

• To be responsible for all temporary, occasional, or intermittent lettings and the 

resulting facilities management issues. 

• Not to enter into any implied or formal tenancy or lease, this is the responsibility of the 

Trust Company. 

• Not to dispose of any part of the premises or its fixtures and fittings, this is the 

responsibility of the Trust Company. 

3. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE LOCAL CHURCH AND ITS BUILDINGS 

3.1 Synod recognises that the mission of the Church in its local and broader sense is the 

responsibility of the church meeting often working together with other church families and 

agencies. However, buildings in terms of location, the messages they proclaim and the way 

they express the nature of the family who occupies them can greatly hinder or facilitate this 

work. 

3.2 Church congregations are encouraged to consider the way their buildings facilitate or 

limit their individual and shared mission to the community in which they are set. This process 

should consider amongst other issues: 

• The viability of the location of the buildings in relation to those it serves 

• The economic and environmental sustainability of the buildings 

• The way the building expresses or detracts from the mission of the Church in terms of 

welcome, inclusivity and relevance. 

• Whether maintaining and running our own building for all activities is the most 

sustainable and suitable approach. 

The Synod Environmental Sustainability and Building Sustainability Checklists are available and 

can be used to create Sustainability Plans. Every church meeting or elders meeting should 

consider this material and arrive at an honest self-appraisal of the buildings it uses. 

3.3 Unsuitable church buildings will significantly shape the way the Local Church is viewed 

by the community and how they see themselves as well as significantly influencing what they 

are able to undertake as a church and limiting their response to what they are being called to 

do. We know that we have too many church buildings, to properly address the inherited 

maintenance and restoration costs is prohibitive and that buildings can consume too great a 

portion of the Church families’ income. Church families through the church meeting are 

encouraged to develop a shared community-wide understanding of what they are being called 

to do and work with Synod officers to understand the best long-term way of ensuring effective 

and efficient building assets. The Trust Company directors are keen to understand how our 

current assets can be incorporated into a longer-term property plan. 

3.4 This is a challenging process but unless we embark upon it the future of Local Church 

families, their distribution and effectiveness will be determined by building economics and not 

our calling. 
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3.5 Synod seeks to develop the way it is able to fund building projects to enable it to 

encourage local churches to develop with others long and short-term building development 

strategies which are not compromised by the initial expectation of lack of funds. Synod wishes 

to work with all local churches to encourage and facilitate the process of dreaming dreams and 

developing visions. 

3.6 The proceeds from the disposal of all property are subject to the provisions of the URC 

Acts. The Eastern Synod holds the net proceeds from the disposal of non-Listed ‘redundant’ 

buildings (other than manses) in the Church Life and Mission Fund and the Ten Per Cent Fund 

in a ratio of 9:1. As the name implies, the Church Life and Mission Fund provides monies for all 

aspects of the Synod’s activities that facilitate the life and mission of existing churches as well 

as new projects, church grants and mission initiatives both within the Synod and further afield, 

The Ten Per Cent Fund earmarks monies for specific large expenditure at the discretion of the 

Resources Committee and Trustees. Between 2010 and 2020 a significant proportion of the 

income from the sale of properties was directed to the Pioneer Fund which provided the 

financial means for pioneering new mission projects. This funded Pioneer Ministry both in 

Ipswich and St Neots but is now under review in the light of the more flexible CLMI and Ten Per 

Cent Funds. In the case of the sale of a Listed Building the net proceeds are held in a 

designated fund entitled the Heritage Fund. The Heritage Fund supports the cost of works on 

other Listed Buildings. 


