Unite Faith Workers 

The Maintenance of Parsonages in the Church of England: modernising the relationship between Church and Parson
The maintenance of parsonages is a source of stress and distress to many of the clergy who live in them. Unite has represented members on issues related to Parsonage maintenance and the vast majority of ministers know others who could tell stories of incompetence, carelessness or neglect. In one diocese, at a gathering of clergy spouses addressed by the Diocesan Surveyor, the anger expressed was reportedly so strong that the Bishop’s wife had to call the spouses to supper before things got out of hand. 

In the report below certain illustrative accounts appear as explanations; these are not the only examples of poor practice we could have used but are included here as an illustration that there is a real problem with which none of the recent and proposed changes in the working conditions of clergy even begin to deal.

Based on the experience of members, Unite believes that there are a number of changes in practice that should be introduced.

1. General Principles:

a. The Diocesan Surveyor must be a Chartered Surveyor registered with the RICS.

b. The relationship between the Surveyor and the Parson should be conducted with open-ness and honesty.
Many clergy can tell tales of promises broken, denied or ignored. Commitments to carry out work should always be made clearly and in writing so that the parson has some evidence to turn to if necessary.
c. Consultation

1. Quinquennial Inspection reports by the Diocesan Surveyor or others should be given to the Incumbent immediately they are completed; inspections for inter-regnum works should also be summarized and given to the Incumbent designate immediately.

2. There should be a discussion between the Incumbent and Surveyor to agree the timing and order of any works required so as to minimize disruption and safeguard the health and safety or the Incumbent and his/her family.

3. Only after this should the tender be prepared.

Many clergy complain that work is commenced which has been inadequately described or at a time which is not convenient to the family. The replacement of central heating in the middle of winter or the arrival of contractors to dig up drains without warning are among examples reported to us. Often the timing is not only inconvenient to those who live in the house but is illogical in its order, for example, structural work has to be completed before re-decoration.

d. The Surveyor, other experts or contractors, should always make an appointment with the Incumbent to visit the Parsonage. 
Visiting without an appointment is commonplace but is an intrusion into privacy which is rightly resented by many Clergy, their spouses and children.

e. Quality of work
Work should be of a quality appropriate to the building and its use. The routine use of poor quality materials should be avoided. All safety considerations must be accounted for by the contractor when carrying out work. Qualified contractors should be used.
Even though tender documents seldom specify that cheap materials are to be used it is a common experience that the contractor, especially a contractor used to working for the Diocese, will choose to use the poorest quality of materials available safe in the knowledge that this will not be challenged. This is usually a short-sighted policy which can cost the Diocese more in the long run. The inconvenience when poor workmanship fails is suffered by the Incumbent and his family who then have to “beg” for work to be renewed or put up with living in conditions below acceptable standards. 

f. Inspection of Work

All work should be inspected by the Surveyor when completed and the Incumbent formally be asked if s/he is content with the work as s/he has observed it. All but the most minor works should be inspected while they are taking place. 
This seems to be common sense but one of the most regular complaints among clergy is that work that has been carried out is incomplete or that making good is required. Clergy waiting for the final inspection come to realise that the contractor has been paid and that these tasks have been forgotten, even when reported. The contracts established with the contractors, which generally set out the obligation to complete the work very clearly, should be enforced. There must be a mechanism in place to allow a parson to report work not completed or carried out badly and an obligation on the Surveyor to respond to the report explaining why the work is acceptable or how it will be rectified.
g. Unite is aware that a number of Parsonages cannot be maintained to the standards we are suggesting. In some cases the Parsonage is simply too small, too large or inappropriate to bring it up to standard; in other cases the cost of necessary maintenance would be excessive. Unite believes that in these circumstances the Diocese should seek to replace the Parsonage as a matter of urgency and not expect the Minister to continue to live in it “because there is nothing we can do about it.”
h. Complaints:
1. A complaints procedure should be created to allow the Incumbent to raise any concerns about any aspect of the work of the Diocesan Surveyor and the Diocesan committee to which he is answerable. 
The Parsonages Measure and the Repair of Benefice Building Measure set up the legal basis for Parsonage maintenance but the process for objection created by the latter is narrow in its range and unknown to most Clergy. A simple, well-publicised procedure by which the Incumbent can object to the way in which the responsibilities of the Diocesan Surveyor are planned or carried out or not would benefit all concerned. It would deal with the Incumbent’s sense of powerlessness and assist the Church as the present situation means that the activities of the Property Department are never subject to scrutiny. Habits of behaviour like paying for work that is badly done or incomplete, cannot be formally questioned and the financial and built resources of the Church are therefore being wasted.
2. The complaints procedure should require that compensation is made to the Minister if work is not started or not completed or proves to be substantially unsatisfactory.
Ministers and their families are regularly highly inconvenienced by mismanagement of maintenance and complain to us that the problems they have to put up with are of no interest to the Diocesan staff as it is not them who have to live with the abandoned skip or the malfunctioning toilet for months on end. This suggestion is aimed at sharing the pain with those who have the power to deal with it and so encouraging better practice.
In one case know to us a minister could not move in to the Parsonage in his new parish until certain substantial work was carried out; this work was not even started for 12 months. After so long, living 5 miles from the parish he was called to serve, the Minister found his ministry so harmed that within 12 months of finally moving in to his Parsonage, he and his family had decided to give up entirely. The Minister has never worked in parish ministry again.
2. Health & Safety:
a. Structural Issues
At each Quinquennial survey, and during interregnum maintenance, a Health and Safety Inspection should be carried out on the Parsonage which should be related to the use to which the house is put (ie which rooms are used as “public” rooms) and to the nature of the family who are or will be living in it.
This report should be:

1. Prepared by a suitably qualified professional who is independent of the Diocese and not by the Diocesan Surveyor.

2. Should include a questionnaire for the Incumbent and their family to identify property issues (or parting Incumbent when s/he leave the property).

3. Given to the Incumbent directly at the same time that it is given to the Diocesan Surveyor.

4. Binding on the Diocese to the extent that all matters marked as “urgent” should be dealt with within 6 months.

5. Responded to by the Diocesan Surveyor who shall describe the work to be undertaken immediately and how other matters raised will be dealt with. This response will be sent to the Incumbent and the Health and Safety advisor who issued the report.

6. Concerned with the land around the Parsonage as well as the building itself. 

A Representative of Unite recently observed a Diocesan Surveyor reacting to the fact that tiles had fallen from the roof of the Parsonage and grazed a worker below by asking his roofing contractor to replace the tile. No apparent consideration was given to the danger of further tiles falling on workers or members of the family. 
A deep well near the back door of a Parsonage had a heavy metal plate covering it. While it was heavy it was not locked or fixed in place in any way and the Surveyor stated that he had never given any thought to whether or not this might be a Health and Safety problem.
Health and Safety legislation and practice is well established in this country and has developed to safeguard individuals. It provides a baseline which should apply to clergy and their families as much as to anyone else. Clergy are not in control of the safety of their parsonage – which is their home and workplace – and so should be given the protection applicable to other workers. Whether or not Ministers are legally defined as “employees”, “workers” or Office Holders” basic decency and compassion should oblige the Church to introduce good Health and Safety practice which meets or exceeds the baseline applied in society generally.
b. Personal Safety and well being:
Apart from the need to maintain the structure of the Parsonage with due regard to the safety of the residents it is also essential that the Personal Safety and Privacy of the Minister and his/her spouse are considered as part of the Health and Safety assessment. We recommend:
1. That consideration be given to the provision of basic security to help to safeguard Ministers who are liable to attack in their own homes. According to the nature of the parish and the location of the Parsonage this might include; internal lockable doors, solid front doors with spy holes, appropriate alarm systems, lighting and if necessary CCTV.
2. That compulsory training should be given to clergy and their families on the management of dangerous or threatening people

3. National Policies:
a. Consistent policies should be established on the following:

1. Water rates
At present we have heard of places where the water is paid for by the Diocese, by the Incumbent and by the Parish. A common policy across the Church of England should be established.
Inconsistency can have no justification and the Incumbent suffers most from it. There seems little point in having a nationally agreed stipend if clergy may find the effective level varies according to whether or not the Incumbent is expected to pay for the water. 

2. Provision of cooker 
A common policy on the provision of a cooker is required; Unite recommends that all Dioceses accept it as their responsibility.
The present inconsistencies mean that an Incumbent moving Diocese may find either that s/he has to buy a new cooker, perhaps because he has never had one before or because the fuel is not available in the Parsonage or because it does not fit into the kitchen provided. In one recent case a member’s cooker rusted and failed due to the damp conditions in the kitchen which just added to the many ways in which the family was suffering due to the damp. 


4. Energy Efficiency:
Unite believes the following suggestions are essential in a Church which is seeking to identify and reduce our “Carbon Footprint”:

a. At each quinquennial inspection or interregnum all Parsonages shall be assessed for an Energy Performance Certificate as is required for the HIP and, more recently, all rental properties.

b. If the assessment rates the Parsonage as “D” or below the Diocesan Surveyor shall be required to inform the Incumbent and the Diocesan Secretary how he will achieve an improvement to “C” or above within 12 months.

c. If the Diocesan Surveyor believes that it is impractical or uneconomical to achieve such an improvement to the property he shall, within 12 months of the issuing of the certificate:

1. Write to the Incumbent, Diocesan Secretary and Diocesan Bishop informing them of the situation and the reasons for his conclusions.

2. Ask the Accredited Energy Assessor who provided the EPC for the Parsonage to calculate what the fuel bills would have been if the parsonage were rated as “C” and pay the difference to the Incumbent out of the maintenance budget.

The Incumbent and family suffer from a crucial disconnection in issues of heating and insulation; the Incumbent pays for the fuel and the Diocese pays for the repairs and improvements which might make the Parsonage more efficient. The consequence of this is that unlucky families will spend large amounts of money to be cold all winter while others will spend much less and be warm. The difference can run into thousands and it is flagrantly unjust that there should be such variation in the effective pay of Clergy. It is also very bad for the Church to be seen to be arguing for “green” policies to avoid climate change while also pumping disproportionate quantities of CO2 into the atmosphere from its badly maintained Parsonages.
5. Parish Profiles:
a. Description of Parsonage
There should be an agreed format for the description of Parsonages to be used in all Parish Profiles; this would allow potential candidates to get a clear view of the state of the house. This should include

1. A summary in standard form of the most recent Quinquennial survey highlighting tasks completed and those yet to be dealt with.

2. Diocesan policy on cookers, water and other variables

3. The most recent Health and Safety and Energy Efficiency reports.

4. Any known security issues and actions taken to deal with these.
One Incumbent experienced a number of break-ins over a short period of time. All of them involved access through the bathroom window. When he commented on this, he was told “Oh – that's where they always break-in”
Unite offers these proposals in the light of our substantial experience of Ministers expressing distress about their experience of living in a Parsonage. Sometimes the issue we are asked to deal with is to do with housing; sometimes – more often – we hear about housing problems and issues about maintenance while dealing with some other matter. Every proposal above arises out of our experience in looking after Ministers and every request for good practice is made in the light of the experience of bad practice. These proposals are put forward because we are, as a Trade Union, concerned with the well-being of our members; however we also believe that much of the document only puts in writing what many (wrongly) assume or claim to be normal practice. 
The good practice we have suggested will protect the assets of the Church – the buildings, the money and the Ministers. Poor practices are wasting all three.
Summary of Main Proposals
1. All Incumbents and their families should live in a safe and well maintained property that does not expose them to health and safety risks.

2. The Diocesan Surveyor should:

a. Be a registered Member of the Chartered Institute of Surveyors

b. Listen to the needs of the clergy whose homes he is responsible for

c. Communicate his plans clearly

3. There should be a Health and Safety Survey of the Parsonage every 5 years

4. All building works should be supervised effectively

5. Contractors should not be paid until the Parson is content that the work is complete

6. A formal statement about the state of the Parsonage should be included with the information given to clergy applying for a post

7. Diocesan staff and contractors should not visit without an appointment or enter the property without the consent of the Parson and his family.

8. The property should reach high efficiency savings
