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16 June 2020 
Please reply to: Mike Hart clerk@nwsynod.org.uk 

 
To Serving Ministers, Church Secretaries 
Cc Synod Representatives 
 
 
 
Dear Friends 
 
Planning for reopening Church Buildings 
 
I know a number of you have picked up the statement from John Proctor published last week in 
response to the Government announcements that Churches could reopen their buildings for 
Private Prayer. 
 
This letter provides some further advice on this development including the views of the Synod 
Trust as the Trustees of church buildings on the approach to this matter. In response to a number 
of enquiries, the letter also provides some updated information about hirings agreements. 
 
Reopening of Church Buildings for Private Prayer 
 
An updated version of the statement from the General Secretary and Synod Moderators is now 
available on the URC’s website (follow the link from https://urc.org.uk/coronavirus.html ). The 
advice should be read in the context of the second and third paragraphs which state: 
 
“Local churches are not obliged to reopen. In the United Reformed Church we value highly our 
custom of gathering for worship, and we have generally been less concerned to identify particular 
places for private prayer.  
 
Wherever we are, we can pray. However, some congregations are used to opening their buildings 
for private prayer, for members and for visitors and passers-by, and they may be starting to think 
about reopening.” 
 
There is no expectation that all churches will re-open their buildings at this stage. As the statement 
indicates: 
 
4) If you do want to go ahead, remember that this is a local decision, but not only a local 

decision. The Elders’ Meeting is responsible for practical matters. But before going ahead, 
elders should check with the building’s trustees (usually the Synod Trust Company). You must 
also check with insurers; the Trust Company may be able to help with this. 
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It will be important before any decision is taken that a full risk assessment is undertaken. A 
template and worked example are included on the URC website at the link above. You should 
complete the risk assessment and put in place any identified mitigation measures before a final 
decision is taken. It is worth bearing in mind that the requirements to open for individual private 
prayer are not dissimilar to the measures that are likely to be required to reopen for public worship. 
 
The URC has produced a number of downloadable resources to help you with compliance with 
rules regarding social distancing. These can be accessed at https://urc.org.uk/coronavirus-
resources . Resources are also available from the URC Shop at https://urcshop.co.uk/coronavirus. 
 
We have contacted Edwards Insurers for advice about what they would expect from local 
churches who choose to reopen in terms of information provided to them and are awaiting 
guidance. When this is available we will circulate this to you. However, it will be essential that you 
notify your Insurance company of your reopening. 
 
The statement makes reference to the need to check with the Synod Trust Company before 
reopening. The Trust Management Committee met last week and discussed how we would 
respond to a request from a local church who wished to reopen their building. Before the Church 
building reopened the Trust would expect to receive from the Elders confirmation that: 

 A comprehensive risk assessment had been completed and documented (e.g. using the 
URC template),  

 All required mitigation actions have been satisfactorily addressed and documented, 

 The Church’s insurers had been notified and any requirements met 
 
Please send any confirmations to trust@nwsynod.org.uk. Provided that these measures are in 
place, then it will be reasonable for the Elders’ to assume that the Synod Trust is content for you to 
reopen your buildings for private prayer. 
 
Once it is permitted under Government guidance, it is likely that we will take a similar approach in 
the future to responding to requests for church buildings to reopen for public worship.  
 
 
Hiring of Church Premises 
 
A number of Churches have contacted the Synod Office in recent days for advice about resuming 
hirings of church premises and whether there are any updates that are required to the standard 
hirings agreement which should be used for church premises. 
 
It is important to remember that the hirings of church premises should only be agreed, when the 
Government guidance permits that activity to restart. It will also be important that the church has 
undertaken a full risk assessment of how hirings will be permitted to operate. This will need to deal 
with issues such as: 

 Maintenance of Social Distancing 

 Use of shared facilities, e.g. Toilets, Kitchens (including Crockery and Cutlery), etc. 

 Responsibility for completion of cleansing requirements, 

 Entry and exit routes 
 
These requirements will need to be documented and shared with Hirers, along with their 
obligations to meet any appropriate Government guidelines, in a way that means that they become 
part of the contractual agreement. 
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An updated Hirings agreement is included with this letter and will be available for download from 
the Synod website shortly. This agreement enables these requirements either to be enforced by a 
separate letter or email under Schedule 1 Paragraph 3.1; or set out in Schedule 2, which includes 
a specific clause regarding Covid related conditions. The new agreement also contains a clause 
(Schedule 1 Paragraph 8.3.2) that enables the Church to terminate the agreement with no notice 
in the event of future Government requirements necessitating the closure of the buildings. The 
new agreement is designed to require renewing on an annual basis, which will help ensure that 
any new regulatory requirements can be incorporated promptly. 
 
Having spoken to Carol Colburn, our advice is that new hirings contracts will be required for all 
activities when they are permitted to reopen. Any previous hirings agreements should be regarded 
as having been frustrated by the necessity to close church buildings, other than for essential 
activities, since late March.  
 
 
General Advice from the URC 
 
Two booklets are now available from the URC website to help you with planning for church life 
after lockdown.  
 
“Ready for the new Normal” click here provides churches with a road map for reflecting and 
planning for the “new normal”. 
 
New reality, same mission” click here compliments this booklet and looks in particular at the 
opportunities for renewed community engagement as churches emerge from the current 
restrictions. 
 
 
I hope you find these various updates helpful to you and colleagues in preparing for the next stage 
of our life and mission. Please contact the Synod Office if you require any further information or 
advice. 
 
 
Best wishes 
 

   
 
 
Mike Hart     Jean Mullineux 
Acting Synod Clerk    Chair of Trust 
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