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Introduction
1. When we look below the surface, every congregation is challenged by the same range of issues, but not to the same degree at the same time.   The main issues are:

· the arrangements for sharing in the ministry and leadership, especially when the minister in post moves to a new pastorate (new arrangements may be needed having regard to developments in Synod policy on the deployment of ministers during the outgoing minister’s service)   
· the condition of buildings and the struggle to keep them in a good state and suitable for current needs
· finding people among a congregation whose age profile seems to go ever upwards to take responsibility for the day to day administration of the church fellowship and its property 
· redefining and adapting the mission of the local church as the congregation and the world around change. 
This note identifies the options and their implications, with particular reference to ministry, and describes the main procedures involved in each one.   
2. United Reformed churches may be associated with one another formally in three ways recognised in clause 1 of the URC Structure (see The Manual available on the URC website), and requiring approval by the church meetings concerned (clause 1) and the Synod (clause 2(4)(A)(iii)): 
· In a joint pastorate, which shares ministry and its costs among two or more churches without a more extensive relationship between the congregations

· as a group, by two or more churches cooperating in accordance with a group constitution 

· by amalgamation of two or more churches into a single congregation.
Other options which may arise are:
· to establish an ecumenical link with a fellowship of another denomination, sharing premises and ministry, and using whichever set of buildings is most suitable and
· if circumstances are especially difficult, the congregation may have to explore whether to dissolve the local church fellowship and close its building.

3. Whichever course is to be followed, it should be the outcome of careful consultation within the congregation and with the Synod.   It is especially important that the Synod Moderator is brought into the discussion at an early stage, not least because changes in one place can have consequences elsewhere.   Whatever the outcome for an individual church, Synod approval is usually needed for new arrangements.   
Coming together — Joint pastorate

4. It has become a common experience for churches to share ordained ministry.   The simplest arrangement is a joint pastorate formed in consultation with the Area Committee on behalf of the Synod. The “terms of settlement” of the minister will usually include a statement of intent dealing with the allocation of ministerial time and must set out (subject to review) the financial arrangements with the minister and for sharing the costs of the pastorate, including manse costs, between the churches involved.   The statement of intent should also set out the arrangements for calling the minister, in particular whether there are to be separate church meetings or a combined meeting; whether voting in a combined meeting is to be joint or separate; and the level of support required.   This possibility apart, each church meeting and elders meeting continue to exercise their functions separately and to manage their own activities, property and finances. 
5. When a particular ministry comes to an end, there will have been changes in circumstances in the participating churches during that ministry as well as changes in the number of URC ministers available.   These may lead to new arrangements being made between different combinations of churches.   With this in mind, churches may wish to be cautious in considering the sale of manses.
Coming together — Grouping of churches

6. In some situations it may be appropriate to go beyond the shared ministry of a joint pastorate by forming a recognised group of two or more churches.   This relationship is defined in a constitution which provides for the sharing of other resources as well as ministry.   Examples of constitutions adopted by other churches may provide useful pointers and should be sought through the Area Committee.   One form of grouping is a team ministry bringing together ordained ministers and lay leaders.   The grouping of churches in this way requires Synod approval and is a decision of the Synod.

7. As with a joint pastorate, consideration has to be given to the arrangements for calling the minister, in particular whether there are to be separate church meetings or a combined meeting, and the voting arrangements .  The constitution should deal with these issues.   In other respects each church meeting and elders meeting retains its own identity and continues to exercise its functions separately and to manage its own activities, property and finances. 
Coming together — Amalgamation of churches

8. Amalgamation goes beyond grouping, but will usually involve only two churches, whereas a group or a joint pastorate may have more participants.  There may be greater strength in concentrating people into a single membership, with a common church meeting and common elders meeting, rather than continuing to do everything individually.  Like the formation of joint pastorates and groups, amalgamation requires Synod approval, and should be sought through the Area Committee.
9. When churches amalgamate, their physical and financial resources are available for the benefit of both of the participating congregations.   Disposals of property and the use of the proceeds are subject to the usual URC approval procedures.  
It is not a necessary, or inevitable, consequence of amalgamation that the churches concerned will give up the use of one set of buildings, and decisions do not necessarily have to be made at the start of the new relationship.   Careful evaluation of the possibilities with professional advice may be the way forward in these situations.   Much is likely to depend on the proximity of buildings, their respective conditions and suitability for current needs and visions, and of course on how readily congregations can reach them.  Work may be needed to replace a building or to modernise or repair a preferred building.   This may be helped financially by drawing on funds realised by disposal of other property. 
10. Successful amalgamations require mutual sensitivity, in the planning stage and in application:  to the merits of one another's buildings, to different tastes in styles of worship and music, and to serving differing community needs. The importance of a wide range of people in the churches talking to one another, and not leaving everything to the elders or another committee, can hardly be over‑emphasised as a key element to mutual acceptance of one another. There is great benefit to be gained from hearing at an early stage about the experience of other churches, and appropriate contacts can be made with the assistance of the Area Committee.

11. It may be thought appropriate to have a new name for the amalgamated church.   This is a matter for decision in church meeting by the churches involved.  Care should be taken to avoid possible confusion with other churches (of any denomination) in the surrounding area, and the name should include ‘United Reformed Church’.  The intended name should be notified to the Area Committee for approval and then to the Synod Clerk, who arranges amendment of Synod and central records.  
12. Various practical matters will arise in connection with the amalgamation of churches.  Some notes on these are in Annex 1.   Advice and assistance should be sought from Synod officers and committees as occasion requires.
Ecumenical links

13. Geographical considerations as well as inter-church relationships may make an association between a United Reformed Church and a congregation of another denomination a practical way forward.   Such arrangements usually develop from contacts over several years.    The arrangement may take the form of a “shared building partnership” with  little integration of worship, congregational life and ministerial oversight or a “single congregation partnership” with so far as possible an integrated life.   With experience of working together, the first may evolve into the second.   Another possibility is a “covenanted” Local Ecumenical Partnership in which the separate congregations co-operate for mutually recognised purposes but do not usually share premises.   This kind of arrangement is unlikely to be suitable as it does not require the significant sharing of resources which is the underlying need.

14. Because church buildings are held on charitable trusts which require them to be used for the purposes of the owner denomination, regular use by one church of the premises of another, whether worshipping separately or together, usually leads to a legal arrangement (a sharing agreement) being made under the Sharing of Church Buildings Act 1969.  Synod and regional ecumenical officers are available to advise churches on the implications and practicalities.   Sharing agreements are subject to Synod approval, and are dealt with on behalf of the Synod by the Synod Ecumenical Committee.
15. With the passage of time, the same challenges of buildings, membership and ministry may arise.   The initiative in considering the future lies primarily with the denomination whose premises are in use.   The Joint Council constituted in accordance with the sharing agreement is likely to have a part to play.

16. Some churches make accommodation available for regular use by Christian groups which do not have premises of their own, and may not be eligible for a sharing agreement.   In practice, the church is making a less formal arrangement for the use of premises by a third party for which the user group should be making a proper contribution to the costs involved.   Churches Together in England has produced a check list of details to be considered in making the arrangement; the Synod Ecumenical Officer can provide a copy.   The advice of URC Thames North Trust should be sought on the most suitable form of documentation for the arrangement.   If the local church is particularly short of people to manage the building itself, and the user group is strong, perhaps wishing to expand its activities in the building, especial care is needed to guard against such a group gradually taking control of the management of the building.   This can reach the point at which its primary purpose as a URC place of worship is lost, which is contrary to the URC property trusts and therefore unlawful.   Retrieving the situation can be costly for the local church in the absence of proper documentation.
Dissolution (closure) of local church fellowships
17. The closing of a church - dissolving the fellowship and ending all church-managed use of the building – is likely to be the last, and least attractive, option.   However, there may be circumstances when, however reluctantly, it is essential to consider whether a church fellowship should continue in being.  It is better to face this while there is still an active congregation to make the decisions than to let the fellowship dwindle to very few members.    Even in these situations, God may move in a mysterious way and introduce new people, new ideas and new opportunities which can bring about surprising and welcome revivals.  For some, however, dissolution of the fellowship and the associated closure of the building will emerge as the realistic way forward.   
18. When the thoughts of an elders’ meeting are beginning to turn to the possibility of closure of the church, the elders should seek the support of the Moderator and the Area Committee in the sensitive formative stages.   In due course, when a church meeting has concluded that the church fellowship should be dissolved, a date has to be set.   This will usually be some months ahead, to allow time for the Area Committee to give due consideration to the matter, and for the dissolution to be agreed by the Synod at a full meeting of Synod (these meetings are held in spring and autumn).   The date on which public worship ceases is taken as the date of dissolution.  
19. There will be many practical things to be arranged in connection with the dissolution of the local church and the closure of the building.   Some notes on these are in Annex 1. Advice and assistance should be sought from Synod officers and committees as occasion requires.   They should be kept informed of progress and consulted if any major difficulty arises.  
Procedure

20. The steps to be taken will depend on the circumstances.
· It is assumed that the elders meeting will consult church meeting about the way forward and keep church meeting informed of progress.  

· If there is a pastoral vacancy, the Area Committee will be involved and the interim moderator is likely to be the main contact for the church with that Committee.   

· The Synod Moderator usually visits the church early in the vacancy.   

· Apart from any initiative by direct contact between churches, the Area Committee’s scheme for the sharing of ministry within its area may be a source of ideas, pressure even, for churches to form joint pastorates or groups or to amalgamate.   

· If the church wishes to explore an ecumenical link, or develop an existing link, the assistance of the Area Ecumenical Officer should be sought at an early stage.   

· Where building issues loom large, the advice of the Synod Property Development Worker and/or the Synod’s Grants Loans and Property Committee should be sought.   

These consultations will pave the way for formal decisions of church meeting authorising the appropriate course.  The specific steps involved will depend on the nature of the arrangement being made.  Additional decisions of the local church on practical details will usually be made later.   Local church rules, if any, and good practice in dealing with major issues, may point to notice of the relevant meeting(s) being given at least two Sundays before the date of the meeting.
21. The date from which new arrangements take effect is likely to be influenced by the requirement of the URC Structure (see clause 2.4(A)(iii)) for Synod approval for the grouping, amalgamation and dissolution of local churches.   Some of these decisions are reserved for meetings of the Synod, not delegated to a committee.   However, sometimes the local situation may develop so rapidly, especially where dissolution becomes an issue for a church with few members, that theory and practice may diverge.
Approved by Synod Executive 10th September 2011
Annex 1 - Action in connection with amalgamation or dissolution of a church fellowship
In these notes references, in varying form, to URC Thames North Trust are to the company which has legal ownership of the land and buildings and any investments of most churches within the Synod.   Where this is not the case, the references should be understood as applying to those other trustees.   

A - Administrative

	Amalgamation
	Dissolution



	1.  Elders Meeting
When churches amalgamate, there will be a single elders meeting.   During the planning stage some aspects may benefit from joint discussion by a combined elders meeting.
	1.  Elders Meeting 

There will be detailed work (see below) to be completed after the fellowship has ceased to meet for worship.   The church meeting should give authority to the elders (or perhaps a small ad hoc group) to complete the detailed business of winding up the church's affairs and to report to the former members and the Area Committee when this is complete. 

	2.  Membership
It is likely to be the intention that members will play a full part in the life of the amalgamated church.   It may however be an occasion for some to move to a congregation nearer their home.  A letter of commendation and transfer should be arranged 
	2.  Membership
All members and others closely associated with the church should be put in touch with another United Reformed or other church of their choice and, at the appropriate moment, a letter of commendation and transfer issued to them.



	3.  Commemorative service

It may be appropriate to hold a special service to mark the transfer of activity from one location to another.   The arrangements may be on similar lines to those suggested when a church is being dissolved.


	3.  Commemorative service
A special service (not necessarily the closing service) should be arranged.   While tinged with sadness, this is an act of thanksgiving for the work and witness of the church.   The Synod Moderator will normally preside at the service and details should be discussed with the Moderator before they are finalised.   Someone who has known the church well over the years (perhaps a past minister) should be invited to preach and other key people (the minister/interim moderator, church secretary, convenor of the Area Committee, representative of Churches Together) may be invited to participate. 

	4.  Notification

The organisations to be notified of the amalgamation will depend on whether one set of buildings is to be taken out of use, and on any change of name.   The Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths will advise on any changes needed in marriage registers, which are building-specific.
	4.  Notification
When the date of dissolution has been fixed and approved by Synod, there are several organisations to be notified:  Thames North Trust, the local authority/ies including any organisation having custody of older records, local ecumenical bodies, other organisations with which the church has been associated, and the Registrar of Births, Marriages and Deaths.   The Registrar will advise on the marriage registers.   These are maintained in duplicate.   One register is usually returned to the Registrar;  the other (with any old registers in the church’s possession) should be deposited with other church records as recommended below.


	5.  Records
The amalgamation may be an opportunity to review the extent to which older records are retained on church premises or deposited with the relevant local authority archive service.

Photographs If a building is to be closed, the church may wish to have a photographic record of the kind suggested in connection with the dissolution of a church.
	5.  Records
Arrangements should be made for collecting, listing and disposing of the records of the church:  minute books, registers (for statutory marriage registers,  see also 4 above), historical documents, photographs, etc.   The records should be listed with a brief description, and arrangements made for their future custody.  The local authority archive service will usually be able to advise.   
Copies of the list and a note of where the items are lodged should be sent to:  The URC History Society, Westminster College, Madingley Road, Cambridge CB3 OAA;  Thames North Trust;  the Synod Office; and the local archives service.
Photographs  If possible a good set of photographs of the church buildings should be included.   If none are available, a professional (or good amateur) photographer should be asked to make as complete a record as possible.  This should include pictures of stained glass windows, memorials and plaques, etc. This is particularly important if there is a likelihood of the building being demolished or converted.

Records previously deposited   Minutes books and other records previously deposited with an archive service will usually have been on long term loan.   They are available for public inspection.   The repository should be advised that requests for approval for any special use should be made to the Synod.

	6.  Accounts
A decision will be needed on whether, and if so from what date, to produce combined accounts. This might be linked to a financial year or to final payments being made in respect of any premises which are no longer being used.  

.
	6.  Accounts
Settlement  As soon as possible after the date of dissolution, the treasurer should settle all outstanding bills and accounts, including utility bills for final meter readings, and make final claims for gift aid tax refunds.   Any moneys in excess of a working balance should be paid to the Synod as soon as possible.
Statement  Once financial transactions are complete, a statement of accounts for the last period of operation and a statement of assets and liabilities (or balance sheet) should be prepared and independently examined (or audited).  The bank accounts should then be closed and the remaining balance paid to the Synod.   A copy of the final statement should be sent to the former members and the Synod treasurer.

	7.  Charity registration

If neither of the amalgamating churches is already registered with the Charity Commission, and the combined income of the amalgamating churches exceeds  the registration threshold (£100,000 but subject to change) it will be necessary for the amalgamated church to register.
	7.  Charity registration

If the church is a registered charity, the Charity Commission should be   informed of the dissolution of the church, and a copy of the final statement of accounts sent to the Commission.



	8.  Use of funds
The funds and investments of amalgamating churches are held for the benefit of the amalgamated church, subject to the usual URC approval procedures.
	8.  Use of funds
The funds of a dissolved church fellowship pass to the Synod. This includes any moneys and investments held on behalf of the church by Thames North Trust.   The subsequent use of these funds is a matter for the Synod.   However, if the local church wishes to suggest that some of these funds be used for specific purposes (which must be charitable purposes of the URC), this should be discussed informally with the Synod Treasurer before any formal decision is made by the church meeting.  In due course the resolution is to be notified to the Synod where the request will be considered sympathetically.


B – Property

	Amalgamation
	Dissolution



	9.  Disposing of a building

(a) Procedure for sale   The closing of a property of an amalgamated church is a matter for the local fellowship.   Disposal of the property requires Synod approval (through Grants Loans and Property Committee) in the usual way.  Further information is available from Thames North Trust and in the Trust’s Guidance Note on Sale of premises.

(b) Current users   All third party use should be brought to an end by the date the church’s own use ceases.   If, exceptionally, there is good reason for such use to continue the arrangement must be documented properly between Thames North Trust and the user.   The church should inform the Trust about this as early as possible.
(c)  Future use    Church members often wish their former premises to continue in Christian or community use.  However, there is an obligation under charity law to dispose of property on "the best terms reasonably obtainable in the circumstances". This can make it difficult to sell for religious etc use a site which has greater value if redeveloped.
	9.  The building

(a) Procedure for sale   When it is clear that dissolution of a church fellowship is likely, consultation should begin with the Synod (through the Synod treasurer) about the future of the buildings.  In most instances the Synod will wish to sell the property and the Trust is likely to seek the assistance of members with some of the details.   
(b) Current users   All third party use should be brought to an end by the date the church’s own use ceases .   If, exceptionally, there is good reason for such use to continue the arrangement must be documented properly between Thames North Trust and the user.   The church should inform the Trust about this as early as possible.

(c)  Future use    Church members often wish their former premises to continue in Christian or community use.    However, there is an obligation under charity law to dispose of property on "the best terms reasonably obtainable in the circumstances". This can make it difficult to sell for religious etc use a site which has greater value if redeveloped.
(d)  Building management   Architect’s or other plans, and other documentation relevant to the management of the building by a new owner, should be passed to the Trust. 


	10.  Furniture, fixtures and fittings

Listed buildings   If the building is “listed”, the Synod’s Listed Buildings Advisory Committee must be consulted before anything is removed, sold or otherwise disposed of.   

Generally Any items of use in the retained premises are moved accordingly.   Beyond that, if the building is to be sold, furniture, equipment, etc, should be disposed of to other churches who might need them or sold for the best price which can be obtained, the proceeds going into the church account.  

Memorials  Sensitivity will need to be exercised by church meeting in the case of gifts as ‘memorials’. Memorial plaques may be offered to a local museum or history society, or taken by the members to their new place of worship.
	10.  Furniture, fixtures and fittings

Listed buildings   If the building is “listed”, the Synod’s Listed Buildings Advisory Committee must be consulted before anything is removed, sold or otherwise disposed of.   

Generally  Unless it is likely that the premises will be used by another church which might want them, furniture, equipment, etc, should be disposed of to other churches who might need them or sold for the best price which can be obtained, the proceeds going into the church account.  
It is advisable for an inventory to be prepared of all assets and advice sought from the Synod office as to the most appropriate method of disposal. 

Memorials  Sensitivity will need to be exercised by church meeting in the case of gifts as ‘memorials’. Memorial plaques may be offered to a local museum or history society, or taken by the members to their new place of worship.


	11.  Organs
The advice alongside applies..


	11.  Organs
Advice should be sought from the Synod office regarding the future of any organ. This is a specialist subject and much depends on the likely 

future use of the building. If it is known the building is to be demolished then the organ can be disposed of at the best price available and the Trust Officer will advise. If the building is listed special advice is needed before any removal or changes can be carried out.


	12.  Insurance
The church should notify its insurer of the closure of the building.   

The continuing church remains responsible for the insurance of the building.

The insurer may have specific requirements in connection with the protection of the building, including regular inspection.
	12.  Insurance
The church should notify its insurer of the closure of the building.   

The Synod becomes responsible for the insurance of the building  (and any remaining contents) until sale.   

The insurer may have specific requirements in connection with the protection of the building (see also 13 below).


	13.  Security
Once the building ceases to be used by the church, security must still be maintained.   The building should be inspected regularly – for general soundness, squatters, break in and other damage.   

Protecting the building   The building may stand empty for some time until a sale goes through.   As far as possible, therefore, the church should ensure that drain pipes and guttering are unblocked, that the roof is in order and, generally, that penetration by damp will be avoided. 
	13.  Security
Once the building ceases to be used by the church, security must still be maintained.   It is current Synod policy to arrange promptly following the cessation of activities for a security company to establish a presence on the premises pending disposal.   Access for disposal of the remaining contents is arranged as necessary.
Protecting the building   The building may stand empty for some time until a sale goes through.   As far as possible, therefore, the church should, before closure, ensure that drain pipes and guttering are unblocked, that the roof is in order and, generally, that penetration by damp will be avoided. 




Annex 2:    Suggested resolutions in connection with the dissolution of a church
A series of meetings may be needed to progress the intended dissolution.   The resolutions do not have to be passed on the same occasion.

This Church Meeting resolves, subject to the approval of the Thames North Synod; 
(i)
that the Church be dissolved as from …………. day of  …………. 20XX
(ii)
that the Church books be closed after all due claims have been met and moneys collected, and a statement of accounts has been independently examined [audited if applicable under charity accounting regulations] and passed to Thames North Synod
(iii)
that bank accounts in the name of the Church be closed on completion of the independent examination or audit and balances be passed to Thames North Synod
(iv)

that the Church records be transmitted by the Secretary to  …………. for safe keeping

(v)
that the Elders Meeting be authorised to deal or make arrangements for dealing with all residual business for the winding up of the Church's affairs, and to report to the Area Committee when this is complete.

This Church Meeting recognises that following dissolution of the Church 
(a)
the Church premises [and the manse] become the responsibility of Thames North Synod and may be sold in accordance with the URC property trusts

(b)
the benefit of and investments or other monetary assets held by URC Thames North Trust [or other trustees if applicable] in accordance with the URC property trusts on behalf of this Church passes to Thames North Synod
This Church Meeting gives thanks to God for its life and witness during the … years of the presence of this Church in this neighbourhood
Note

The Synod is entitled to use, without restriction, the residual resources of a closed church and the Synod Treasurer is aware of a wide variety of worthwhile claims on Synod funds. Nevertheless it is recognised that a closing fellowship may have supported URC initiatives elsewhere and may wish to make a final financial contribution. In order to ensure that such gifts or expressions of intent are dealt with properly, the Synod Treasurer should be consulted at an early stage. This will assist the church in following the correct procedure and assistance will also be given to draft the appropriate resolutions for the church meeting. 
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Should ministry be defined to include CRCWs?





omit second sentence or latter part?





Grouping  requires Synod decision (see Structure).   How is this given?  Guess made.





Amalgamation requires Synod decision (see Structure).   How is this given?








Is it now usual to have a service of thanksgiving on amalgamation?





Provision in structure on which synod approval is required not traced.








Dissolution of a  fellowship is distinct from the closure of a building, although the two are often equated.   Explain here.





How many Synod meetings, and when?





Who on behalf of Synod?
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