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Paper G2 
Finance committee 
URC ministers’ retirement costs – making best use of our 
shared financial resources 
Basic information  
Contact name Ian Hardie  

ianzhardie@googlemail.com 

Action required Decision. 

Draft resolution(s) Mission Council recognises that additional financial 
contributions to the URC ministers’ pension fund are 
required and, having noted that several synods are already 
committed to giving financial support to the pension fund by 
setting aside for this purpose a percentage of the sale 
proceeds of redundant non-manse buildings, encourages 
the other synods to consider giving 10% of the net proceeds 
of sales of their similar properties to enable the URC to meet 
its required contributions to the ministers’ pension fund. 
Mission Council believes such giving now  
has a higher priority than giving in a similar way to the  
URC Retired Ministers’ Housing Society.  

Summary of content 
Subject and aim(s) To recommend that Mission Council encourages synods to assist 

in meeting part of the URC’s contributions to the ministers’ 
pension fund and to prioritise this giving over similar financial 
support currently offered by some synods to the URC Retired 
Ministers’ Housing Society. 

Main points Following the recent triennial valuation of the assets and liabilities 
of the ministers’ pension fund contributions will be increasing from 
January 2019.  
 
Noting that several synods have already agreed to give at least 
10% of the sale proceeds of redundant buildings to help with 
increased ministers’ pension fund contributions, finance 
committee recommends to Mission Council that the other synods 
be encouraged to do so too. 
 
Finance committee also recommends that Mission Council 
encourages synods to accept that now such giving should have 
priority over any similar synod giving to other central URC bodies.  

Previous relevant 
documents 

Papers G1 for both November 2017 and March 2018 Mission 
Council and the finance committee General Report 2016-2018 to 
2018 General Assembly. 

Consultation has  
taken place with... 

The URC Pension Executive; the URC Ministers’ Pension Trust; 
the URC Retired Ministers’ Housing Society; and synod 
treasurers. 
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Summary of impact 
Financial Balancing the central URC budget without putting further strain on 

M&M giving. 

External  
(e.g. ecumenical) 

None. 
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URC ministers’ retirement costs – 
making best use of our shared 

financial resources  
 
 

1. Various papers produced by finance committee during the past year have referred 
to the anticipated pressure on the URC budget as a result of the perceived level of 
increased contributions the URC would be required to make to its ministers’ 
pension fund from 1 January 2019. This was expected to be triggered by the 
triennial valuation of the fund’s assets and liabilities as at 1 January 2018;  
although when all of those papers were produced the final result of that valuation 
was not known. 

 
2. Indeed, discussions with the scheme actuary are still ongoing: but it looks virtually 

certain that the annual contributions required from 1 January 2019 will be around 
£550,000 towards reducing the fund’s (dramatically decreased) deficit and £2.15m 
in respect of future benefits. This will represent a total increase in budgeted annual 
contributions of the order of £250,000, which is less than envisaged in some of 
those earlier papers.  

 
3. These increased pension costs are reflected in the draft 2019 budget contained  

in the separate finance committee paper G1. This suggests that the 
denominational budget can be kept in balance in 2019, even with these additional 
pension costs and without putting further pressure on M&M giving by local 
churches, if additional funding of around £200,000 can be found from other 
sources. An alternative approach could have been to seek to maintain the pension 
costs at the current level by making a capital contribution from the reserves of the 
URC Trust into the ministers’ pension fund. For a number of reasons, finance 
committee do not consider this to be the best approach at this time: in the last  
year the reserves of the Trust have been depleted by the £2.6m paid into the lay 
staff pension scheme to reduce its deficit from an unacceptably high level; the 
Trust needs to retain sufficient reserves to provide protection against unexpected 
falls in M&M income and unexpected increases in pension costs caused by 
adverse conditions in the financial markets; and the actions already taken by  
some synods lead the committee to think that an alternative approach might be 
better and more successful.  

 
4. As reported on page three of the May 2018 Digest, when the Treasurer outlined a 

range of options for tackling this issue at March 2018 Mission Council, in an 
informal poll Mission Council members showed no enthusiasm for looking to local 
churches for such additional funding or for slashing existing URC denominational 
programmes. This has encouraged finance committee to contemplate looking to 
synods for the additional financial support. 

 
 

Possible synod funding support options 
 
5. Recently, all those synods which are (or have been) participating employers in the 

URC lay staff pension scheme have contributed lump sums towards reducing the 
deficit on that scheme in order to avoid any increase in their annual contributions 
to that fund. This was a legal liability of those synods and it was possible to 
calculate reasonably accurately the liability of each synod.  
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6. Finance committee has considered whether it might be appropriate to invite 
synods to contribute a further lump sum from their reserves towards reducing the 
current £3.9m deficit on the ministers’ pension fund. However, the level of 
contribution required from any single synod in relation to the lay staff pension 
scheme was much smaller than the amount likely to be required from synods to 
achieve the same result for the ministers’ pension scheme. It is probable that some 
synods would be unable to make such a contribution out of reserves without 
risking their financial position more generally. Moreover, it would be much more 
difficult to arrive at contributions to the ministers’ pension fund which were 
perceived by everyone to be proportionate and ‘fair’. Accordingly we are not 
recommending this route in relation to the ministers’ pension fund. 

 
7. At Mission Council’s request, contributions from synods towards meeting the 

annual ministers’ pension fund costs have not been sought for the years 2016 to 
2018. However, for several years before that, synods made contributions towards 
meeting the annual deficit reduction costs by donating an agreed amount each 
year. In a number of cases, synods raised the money to fund their giving by 
diverting a percentage of the net proceeds of property sales of redundant church 
buildings (other than manses) to enable that. In most cases this was in addition to 
amounts being given from the same source to support the work of the URC Retired 
Ministers’ Housing Society (RMHS).  

 
8. Finance committee is attracted by the idea of encouraging synods to use this 

approach to fund the required additional contributions to the ministers’ pension 
fund since: 
• funds produced in this way would not impact on existing synod balance 

sheets and so are unlikely to endanger the financial health of synods 
themselves 

• synods receiving most from the sale proceeds of buildings because of the 
buoyancy of their local property market would contribute proportionately 
more than their less fortunate neighbours 

• there is a pleasing symmetry in the fact that no-longer required buildings 
should help fund the retirement of ministers and CRCWs who have given 
devoted service in these and similar buildings throughout their working life 

• several synods have already committed to helping meet the costs of the 
ministers’ pension fund in this way and it seems right to encourage the 
others to follow them. 

 
9. Some treasurers of these other synods have indicated they believe their synod 

would be willing to contribute to the ministers’ pension fund costs in this way, but 
only if Mission Council were to give the synods encouragement to do so. Some 
other synod treasurers have indicated that they feel their synod would not be able 
to contribute a percentage of property sales both to this cause and also to the 
RMHS: in which case, they would be looking to Mission Council for an indication  
of where their financial priorities should lie. 

 
 

The RMHS financial position 
 
10. Ministries committee reported to the 2018 General Assembly that, partly as a result 

of the generosity of synods supporting the work of the RMHS financially through 
giving a proportion of property sale proceeds and other means, the society is in a 
much stronger financial position than it was when General Assembly encouraged 
giving to the society in 2006. Assembly gave thanks for all who had contributed 
across the years. In practice, however, while the synod gifts were crucial in the 
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6. Finance committee has considered whether it might be appropriate to invite 
synods to contribute a further lump sum from their reserves towards reducing the 
current £3.9m deficit on the ministers’ pension fund. However, the level of 
contribution required from any single synod in relation to the lay staff pension 
scheme was much smaller than the amount likely to be required from synods to 
achieve the same result for the ministers’ pension scheme. It is probable that some 
synods would be unable to make such a contribution out of reserves without 
risking their financial position more generally. Moreover, it would be much more 
difficult to arrive at contributions to the ministers’ pension fund which were 
perceived by everyone to be proportionate and ‘fair’. Accordingly we are not 
recommending this route in relation to the ministers’ pension fund. 

 
7. At Mission Council’s request, contributions from synods towards meeting the 

annual ministers’ pension fund costs have not been sought for the years 2016 to 
2018. However, for several years before that, synods made contributions towards 
meeting the annual deficit reduction costs by donating an agreed amount each 
year. In a number of cases, synods raised the money to fund their giving by 
diverting a percentage of the net proceeds of property sales of redundant church 
buildings (other than manses) to enable that. In most cases this was in addition to 
amounts being given from the same source to support the work of the URC Retired 
Ministers’ Housing Society (RMHS).  

 
8. Finance committee is attracted by the idea of encouraging synods to use this 

approach to fund the required additional contributions to the ministers’ pension 
fund since: 
• funds produced in this way would not impact on existing synod balance 

sheets and so are unlikely to endanger the financial health of synods 
themselves 

• synods receiving most from the sale proceeds of buildings because of the 
buoyancy of their local property market would contribute proportionately 
more than their less fortunate neighbours 

• there is a pleasing symmetry in the fact that no-longer required buildings 
should help fund the retirement of ministers and CRCWs who have given 
devoted service in these and similar buildings throughout their working life 

• several synods have already committed to helping meet the costs of the 
ministers’ pension fund in this way and it seems right to encourage the 
others to follow them. 

 
9. Some treasurers of these other synods have indicated they believe their synod 

would be willing to contribute to the ministers’ pension fund costs in this way, but 
only if Mission Council were to give the synods encouragement to do so. Some 
other synod treasurers have indicated that they feel their synod would not be able 
to contribute a percentage of property sales both to this cause and also to the 
RMHS: in which case, they would be looking to Mission Council for an indication  
of where their financial priorities should lie. 

 
 

The RMHS financial position 
 
10. Ministries committee reported to the 2018 General Assembly that, partly as a result 

of the generosity of synods supporting the work of the RMHS financially through 
giving a proportion of property sale proceeds and other means, the society is in a 
much stronger financial position than it was when General Assembly encouraged 
giving to the society in 2006. Assembly gave thanks for all who had contributed 
across the years. In practice, however, while the synod gifts were crucial in the 
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early years after 2006 they have been playing a far less essential part in the 
funding of the society in more recent years. (See paragraph 12 below). 
 

11. When 2018 General Assembly was asked to recognise the continuing needs of the 
society and encourage appropriate giving in future to aid its work, a number of 
speakers expressed concern that they saw the financial needs of the RMHS as 
less pressing than those of the ministers’ pension fund, but did not feel this was 
reflected in the resolution. The URC Deputy Treasurer explained that the finance 
committee had not had an opportunity to consider the 2017 accounts for the 
RMHS but would do so in September and was likely to bring this paper to Mission 
Council re the relative needs of the two worthy potential recipients of synod 
generosity. The convenor of the ministries committee expressed his personal view 
that the needs of the pension fund were greater at this time but his resolution, 
which he saw as compatible with this view, was withdrawn before it was voted on. 

 
12. Finance committee has now had an opportunity to consider the 2017 RMHS 

accounts. These show that at the end of that year the society held property with a 
value of £37.467m. Its net indebtedness to other parts of the URC family was 
£6.179m and the surplus it achieved in the year was £1.68m. Total donations from 
synods during the year were £115,258.  
 

13. Because fewer ministers requiring housing have been retiring than was formerly 
the case, the society’s stock of houses is slowly reducing; with the surplus made 
on selling the excess housing contributing substantially to the society’s financial 
results. For each of the past few years the annual surplus has been in excess of 
£1m. The society is now undertaking substantial work to safeguard, maintain and 
improve its properties and it is therefore likely to incur significantly increased costs 
over the next few years. Nonetheless it is anticipated that similarly large surpluses 
will still be generated in these years also. This will shortly put the society in a 
position to repay all its loans to the URC Trust and other parts of the URC family 
and to become cash, as well as asset, rich.  
 

 
Finance committee’s view 
 

14. Finance committee’s concern is that money may in future be trapped in the RMHS 
which, because of the wording of the society’s current objectives, may only be 
used for housing purposes, at a time when other parts of the URC family might be 
facing difficult financial circumstances. The RMHS directors quite rightly want to 
ensure their ongoing ability to meet the changing needs of their housing clients. 
However, the finance committee believes that it would be sensible to slow the pace 
with which money accumulates within the society by encouraging synods to give 
priority to supporting the ministers’ pension fund over giving to RMHS.  

 
15. Accordingly finance committee offers the following resolution for consideration by 

Mission Council: 
• Mission Council recognises that additional financial contributions to 

the URC ministers’ pension fund are required and, having noted that 
several synods are already committed to giving financial support to the 
pension fund by setting aside for this purpose a percentage of the sale 
proceeds of redundant non-manse buildings, encourages the other 
synods to consider giving 10% of the net proceeds of sales of their 
similar properties to enable the URC to meet its required contributions 
to the ministers’ pension fund. Mission Council believes such giving 
now has a higher priority than giving in a similar way to the URC 
Retired Ministers’ Housing Society.  
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