
 
 

 United Reformed Church – General Assembly July 2022  
 

Paper G3 
Does the URC need a Retired 
Ministers’ Benevolent Fund? 
Finance Committee 
 
Basic information  
Contact name and  
email address 

Ian Hardie, Treasurer 
ianzhardie@googlemail.com 

Action required Decision. 
Draft resolution(s) 9.   General Assembly instructs the Finance Committee to 

      bring together a group, including representatives from 
      the URC Trust, Ministries and Pastoral Reference and 
      Welfare Committees and the General Secretariat, to 
      consult with Synods and/or Synod Trusts, to  
      consider further: 
• whether a benevolent fund might be the right way to 

provide support to retired ministers in particular 
financial difficulties; and if so 

• in what circumstances might ministers be eligible for 
support from such a fund; and 

• what should be its nature and size and how might it be 
resourced; 

• with a report of the group’s work and/or conclusions to 
be presented to the 2023 General Assembly. 

 
Summary of content 
Subject and aim(s) To invite Assembly to set up a group to consider the need for, 

and potentially the scope of, a benevolent fund for retired 
ministers. 

Main points  
Previous relevant 
documents 

None. 

Consultation has  
taken place with... 

Ministries and Pastoral Reference and Welfare Committees, 
the General Secretary and representatives of the National 
Synod of Wales and Southern Synod. 

 
Summary of impact 
Financial There may be some travel costs in bringing the group together 

and in consulting Synods. 
External  
(eg ecumenical) 
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1. This paper is intended to raise the issue of certain retired ministers who find 

themselves experiencing particular financial difficulties as a result of circumstances 
that might be regarded as beyond their control. Although the work of the Pastoral 
Reference and Welfare Committee is confidential, it is understood that that 
committee has occasionally received requests to provide help to retired ministers in 
such circumstances. 
 

2. Although the range of those who might require assistance has not been fully 
identified, during the ongoing discussions about future URC pensions concerns 
have been expressed on several occasions about one group of ministers whom it is 
thought are finding, or will find, life hard in retirement. This paper, therefore, refers 
to them as one illustration of those who might be considered potential beneficiaries 
of financial help. 
 

3. These people are among the group who have come to the URC from abroad on 
Certificates of Eligibility, but who work in the UK for a relatively short part of their 
working lives and wish to continue living here in retirement. In such circumstances, 
a minister would not have been able to build up a substantial pension entitlement 
or pot in the URC scheme, and may also not have built up much entitlement to a 
UK state pension. 
 

4. While a number of those ministers will have considerable pension entitlement or a 
sizable pension pot from their previous roles overseas, others will have come from 
situations where it was either not possible for them to build up such entitlement, or 
where the amount of pension from overseas together with their URC pension and 
the UK state pension would leave the minister still struggling to meet UK living 
costs. This is a difficulty that has been recognised for some considerable time, but 
appears not to have been addressed to date.  
 

5. When considering the decision in principle by last year’s General Assembly to 
close the current defined benefit pension scheme to future accruals, two Synods – 
the National Synod of Wales and Southern Synod – passed resolutions at their 
October 2021 meetings inviting consideration of how to underpin a minimum fair 
pension for ministers at retirement. While some of the concerns of the proposers of 
those resolutions were much broader, and are properly considered in the context of 
the paper in the Book of Reports about the generosity of the proposed new defined 
contribution pension scheme, discussions with representatives of both Synods 
confirmed that the situation identified above was thought also to be in the minds of 
the proposers of their resolutions. 
 

6. The members of the Pensions Review Group note that the current defined benefit 
scheme does not guarantee that ministers will necessarily all have an adequate 
income in retirement. That depends on many factors, including inflation and, more 
particularly, the personal circumstances of each minister.  
 

7. The Group believes it is not possible within a defined contribution pension scheme 
to ensure a minimum pension for all ministers at retirement. To attempt to do this 
within such a scheme would be likely to lead to the scheme being characterised as, 
at least in part, a defined benefit scheme, with all the consequences and costs last 
year’s Assembly agreed we should be seeking to avoid. 
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8. However, the Pensions Review Group does feel that there may be a case for the 
Church considering the creation of some process or mechanism for addressing the 
situations of individual retired ministers who find themselves in particular financial 
difficulty. In the Group’s view, such instances are much more likely to be a result of 
the personal circumstances of the minister, or their history before becoming URC 
office holders, than to any inadequacies of the proposed new pension 
arrangements, which the Group regards as more than generous. This led the 
Group to conclude that some form of welfare or benevolent fund might be required 
to address such exceptional circumstances. 
 

9. The Pensions Review Group has not explored this idea in any depth, nor 
considered what alternatives might be developed or already exist. We have 
undertaken no work to establish how such a fund might be resourced and how it 
might operate. We did not see that as our task – which has been quite demanding 
and time-consuming enough. 
 

10. The possibility of setting up a welfare or benevolent fund needs to be explored by 
those responsible for the assets that might be drawn on to resource such a fund, 
and those who would be responsible for administering it. 
 

11. What this paper does is ask whether General Assembly considers it is appropriate 
for a separate group to be set up to explore these issues, and to report back to 
next year’s Assembly with its findings. That is what the resolution is intended to 
achieve. 
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