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PRESS RELEASE   
CLERGY SET FOR BIGGEST BOOST IN EMPLOYMENT CONDITIONS IN 500 YEARS, SAYS UNITE

The biggest break-through in improved employment conditions for ministers in the Church of England since the Reformation nearly 500 years ago is on the cards, says Unite.

Unite, the UK’s largest trade union, said that the Church of England has conceded for the first time that its ministers are employed by the Church – and not by God.

The legal milestone centres on the case of former policeman, Reverend Mark Sharpe, a 41-year old father of four, who is Rector of Teme Valley South in Worcestershire.
During his three-year tenure, Unite member Revd. Sharpe said that he has been subjected to constant verbal abuse; had his pet dog killed; and faeces smeared on his car and the tyres slashed. He lives in a vicarage infested by mice and frogs, with dangerous heating and electrical systems and where deadly asbestos has been found.

The case hinges on the Church’s historical declaration that priests are ‘office holders’ - occupying 'a living' - who are not subject to the employment legislation that the mass of the working population enjoy. In essence, the Church’s case rests on the contention that the clergy are employed by God, and not by the church authorities.

But at a recent landmark Employment Tribunal in Birmingham between Revd. Sharpe and his employer, the Worcester Diocese, the church ‘agrees that the claimant (Revd. Sharpe) has the status of a worker for the purposes of this claim’.
Revd. Sharpe was seeking a declaration claiming ‘economic loss, damages for injury to health and to his feelings and aggravated damages’ for his time at the ill-fated parish, which Revd. Sharpe says, has a 40-year history of vicars leaving in controversial circumstances.

The case is now set for judicial mediation in the coming months. Should Revd. Sharpe’s case be upheld after any appeal, it will mean that ministers across the UK will be subject to legislation covering: health & safety, the national minimum wage, paid holidays, ‘whistle-blowing’, anti-discrimination, paid holidays, family-friendly flexible working policies, the working time directive, and unlawful deduction of wages.
Rachael Maskell, Unite’s National Officer, Community and Non Profit Sector said: ‘We are poised for the biggest raft of employment benefits for ministers in the Church of England since it came into being under Henry VIII’s Reformation in the 1530s. It will also have implications for other faith groups.’
‘We want to work with the Church of England to improve working conditions for Unite’s members, but first of all, we need an independent review by the conciliatory service, ACAS as how best this can occur.’
-ends-

NOTES TO NEWS EDITORS:

Should journalists wish to interview  Revd. Sharpe, please contact, in the first instance:  Shaun Noble, Communications Officer
(   020 7780 4080 (d.l)/          07768 693 940 (m)


Rachael Maskell, National Officer, Community and Non Profit Sector

(  0207 420 8979 (d.l)
(  07768 693933 (m)
Unite represents some 2,500 clergy, ministers, rabbis and imams across all the UK’s faith communities, working in the community and the NHS. Unite represents over 60,000 members in the Third Sector.
Unite press releases on the Non Profit Sector can be seen on website: www.unitetheunion.com/nonprofit
Unite was formed by an amalgamation of Amicus and the Transport and General Workers’ Union in May 2007.

