The

United Trust Briefing for Churches

Reformed

chureh The Renters’ Rights Bill

Eastern Synod

The following was prepared by Northern Synod and has been adapted for our use.

The Eastern Synod Trust considered this document at their meeting on 29" May and offer these
initial recommendations. (There is a URC PLATO (Provincial Legal and Trust Officers) meeting
planned to consider its implications, and their conclusions will be included in an update.)

You may wish to refer to the Synod Manse Scheme and particularly the principles behind
Section 8 which would apply to manse sales to ensure adequate housing for the Synod’s
ministers.

A New Landscape for Leases

A law going through Parliament at the moment will significantly change the legal landscape for
landlords and tenants.

The Renters’ Rights Bill was expected to become law in the spring or summer of 2025, with
parts coming into force immediately. The remaining parts may be brought into force later, along
with further regulations to follow.

The United Reformed Church (Eastern Province) Trust Limited acts as trustee for most manses
and other residential properties in the Eastern Synod. These properties do not “belong” to local
churches but are held by trustees for the charitable purposes of the URC. The trustees have
adapted the briefing prepared by Northern Synod and are sending this briefing note to all
churches within the Synod to advise them of the implications.

Implications for Churches

The Church will wish to welcome the additional safeguards being introduced for tenants by the
new law. Long-term commercial landlords should be able to adapt to the changes, however they
present some challenges to churches. For example, manses are often let on a short-term basis
during ministerial vacancies, and are looked after by volunteers alongside their main role as
members of a worshipping community.

» Short time to prepare — There may be little time to prepare to comply.

* Longer leases — They will be for a minimum of 12 months, rather than six, making it
harder to gauge whether to let during a ministerial vacancy.

* Rent restrictions — There will be restrictions on rent increases, with scope for challenge
by tenants.

» Higher standards — All properties will have to be brought up to and maintained at the
government’s Decent Homes Standard, at the landlord’s expense. (For reference, the
current standard, applying to social housing can be found here, although it may be
updated for the private rented sector.)

For information: general guidance on improving a buildings EPC rating
https://energysavingtrust.org.uk/tips-to-improve-the-epc-rating-of-your-home/ and a 2022
estimate for the cost of taking a property equivalent to a manse from an EPC rating of D
to C would be around £12,540 https://www.habito.com/sustainability/importance-of-epc-

ratings
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» Speedy response — Landlords will be required to respond quickly to remedy hazards
such as damp and mould, under “Awaab’s Law.”

* Registration — Landlords will have to register themselves and all their properties on a
database of private rented sector landlords, and with the Property Ombudsman scheme,
to which tenants will be able to complain if treated badly. Fees will be charged for these
registrations. All documentation will have to refer to the exact name and registration
number of the landlord.

* Detailed rules and restrictions — There will be detailed rules on advertising properties for
rent, and what you may and may not say; on how tenancy agreements must be worded,;
on notices that must be served at set times; on how a landlord must respond to requests
to keep pets; on how to recover possession for ministerial occupation or sale; and
preventing discrimination against some vulnerable groups.

» Sanctions — The new law will have serious teeth, with civil fines of £7,000 to £40,000 and
for repeated noncompliance criminal prosecution and unlimited fines, potentially both for
Synod trustees, any local trustees, and for local church officers dealing with property.

The government has published a Guide to the Renters’ Reform Bill.

It is clear that the new legal landscape requires a much more hands-on professional approach,
and it is difficult to see how this can easily fit with the way the church operates. Together we lack
the capacity to respond adequately. In some cases, the cost of doing so may be
disproportionate — it would be absurd to have to sell a church building to afford to maintain a
manse! The Trust does not wish to expose its trustees or local church officers to legal sanctions,
nor to risk the Church’s reputation if it should fail to comply with the new law.

Recommendations:

1. Any residential properties within the Synod Manse Scheme that do not meet the current
manse guidelines cannot be reasonably said to be manses and should be sold.
(Appendix D, https://urc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/PlanRev2025-01.25.pdf)

2. The Resources Administrator will gather information on all existing tenancy arrangements
across the Synod.

a. Moderator, Clerk and Pastoral Convenor to review both Synod Manses and local
church ones to determine which are likely to be used to house ministers.

b. Synod manses that aren’t likely to be used to house ministers should be sold.

3. The Trust recommends that local churches:

a. If your manse is not in the Manse scheme consider what might be needed to bring
your manse up to standard, if it is let, or if not currently let, what would be needed
to bring it up to standard to let in vacancy? Will the cost be difficult to recover from
the rents?

b. Consider whether a transfer to the Synod Manse Scheme may be the better
option. If the costs are prohibitive the advantage of keeping the rent does not
seem so attractive.

c. If the manse will definitely not be needed for future ministerial deployment, then
consider selling sooner rather than later. (see Section 8 of the Synod Manse
Scheme.) That is a decision that will involve those responsible for ministerial
deployment and mission partnerships.
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