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Moderator, This is my first report as Chairman of the General Trustees. It’s been a fascinating year - I’ve 
met some amazing people and visited some wonderful places. My overall impression is of a church that 
seeks to be true to the Gospel and to be relevant to the communities it serves. I may be lucky in those whom 
I meet, but I do not get the feeling of a church which believes that it is doomed (no Private Fraser’s here!) 
but a church made up of people of faith who are wrestling with some challenging situations (and difficult 
buildings) but who can see beyond the naysayers  doom and gloom. This was very evident when for the first 
time in its history the Board of the Trustees was delighted to meet outside the Church Offices in one of the 
newest churches at Glasgow Castlemilk.  
 
The General Trustees are in the process of change - reflecting the change that is taking place within the 
Church itself. Historically, the Trustees have had a reputation for being reactive (if not reactionary) in work-
ing with congregations on the stewardship of buildings, land and finance. The Trustees are now moving into 
a more proactive way of working, keen to develop a more strategic approach to Asset Management and 
working in partnership with other parts of the church - particularly Presbyteries - and with partners outwith 
the Church where sharing the responsibility of managing the Church’s estate can be of benefit to both the 
local mission of congregations and to the best community use of the assets. 
 
It is no secret that the Church faces significant challenges in the future of its estate. It owns over 4000 build-
ings across the United Kingdom (a little ‘wishful’? misprint in the Blue Book says 1500 - not yet!).  We es-
timate that over 1700 are listed buildings –the church is the owner of the largest number of listed buildings 
of anybody in Scotland. It owns over 800 manses, and some 500 glebes  covering over 13,000 acres. The 
estate is too big for its needs, many are in the wrong place, many are not welcoming, many are in poor condi-
tion, many do not represent good stewardship.  
 
However, the  church’s estate is a dynamic one. New buildings, major refurbishment alongside rationalisa-
tion of assets. As our report highlights here are two major refurbishments within a few miles of each other in 
the Presbytery of Perth. A new building at St Madoes and a refurbishment of St Matthews in the city centre. 
Both present a welcoming and inclusive face to the community, both attracting new life, both making the 
church a place where the gospel is very relevant to the needs of our communities today. And of course the 
building reflects the confidence of the members in that gospel. Buildings are a resource to be used. But they 
also say something about the kind of people who use them.  
 
Last year I was on holiday in Orkney and went to the relatively new Milestone Community Church in Doun-
by (it’s always good to see how a building is functioning some years after its completion and not just on the 
great opening day!). This new building at the centre of the village pump was the outcome of the closure of 
three older buildings. I turned up on the Sunday for worship. I had to watch where I was putting my feet be-
cause of the number of small children around. A cup of tea before the service said ‘welcome’. Just before 11 
we went into the sanctuary and sat beside the person we’d been chatting with. And afterwards I asked the 80 
year olds how they felt about it - after all they had given up the buildings they had grown up in. Their eyes 
sparkled as they said it was wonderful to be part of something that was growing - not just ‘seeing them out’.  
 
In all of these buildings, the energy and drive, as it does with the management of the estate as a whole, rests 
principally with volunteers and I would want to pay tribute to them - as local fabric committees, Presbytery 
Property Committees and Trustees. Theirs is a quiet but important ministry that provides the physical re-
source for worship and mission. And many of them go far beyond what should be expected of them (and I 
suspect beyond what they themselves thought they were letting themselves in for!) We were delighted by the 
response to our series of seminars for Fabric Conveners in the autumn involving 592 people from 42 Presby-
teries in 6 venues.  We will repeat these in 2018, along with a regular conference for Presbytery Property 
Conveners. A revised website is also planned. We have also been very encouraged by the response to get 



Health and Safety toolkit and would urge the few congregations that have not yet done so to appoint a Health 
and Safety Administrator and for Presbyteries to appoint a Health and Safety Coordinator.   
However, while this voluntary approach to the maintenance and upgrading of buildings has served the 
church well over the years, there are clear signs that it is now creaking, and there are questions about how 
long the current model is sustainable. 
 
During my visits around the country I have developed a simple way of categorising the management of the 
Church’s estate. It is not a scientific exercise, but does seem to ring a bell with many people.There are 4 
kinds of congregations -  
1. Those with both resources and skills to look after and develop their buildings 
2. Those with the skills but not the resources 
3. Those with the resources but not the skills 
4. Those with neither   
 
And discussions with Presbyteries would suggest that only about 25% of congregations fall into quartile 1, 
with 40% and growing in quartile 4.  
 
While there are congregations that have both the skills and the financial resources to continue the existing 
model, many of you are reporting difficulties in recruiting sufficient volunteers. We face a declining and age-
ing membership, while the task of looking after fabric is becoming more onerous - for example the impact of 
health and safety regulations. And add the impact of climate change -particularly on older buildings - and we 
are sitting on a real challenge which needs to be faced now.  
 
And so the Trustees welcome the decision of this Assembly to approve the Strategic Plan. Any organisation 
with the building resources and the challenges they present needs a plan to manage and develop its assets. 
And we are no different. Over the next 18 months or so, with your help in both Presbyteries and congrega-
tions, we will put together an overall plan.  
 
Moderator, while the strategy will cover a wide range, I would welcome this Assembly’s feedback on four 
particular points (I know as good Presbyterian I should only have 3 points, but....)  
 
1. Do we need to unburden the local congregation of some of the management and maintenance of its 

buildings? Would this enable the congregation to focus on its purpose - worship, mission and serving its 
community. If your Kirk Session is spending more time on buildings and finance than on worship and 
mission, what does that say about the kind of organisation we are? There are three areas we are beginning 
to look at (with some questions)  

1. Manses - should manses be the responsibility of the church as a whole rather than the individual 
Kirk session? By some form of Manse division with minister with an occupancy agreement?  

2. Redundant buildings  - most of us in this Assembly will agree that there are too many buildings. 
We need to reduce the number - but of course its his or her church and not mine that is to go!  
But once agreement has been made to close a building, should either the Presbytery or the Trus-
tees take responsibility for looking after the building until it is disposed?  

3. Maintenance  - should there be more sharing of best practice and even some system of group 
purchasing and contractors?  

2. How can we help Presbyteries?  We’ve been working with the Presbyteries in Tayside and St Andrews 
to look at the ways in which the Trustees can support Presbyteries. Amongst what we’ve been considering 
is  

1. Professional support   - should Presbyteries be encouraged to have access to more professional 
support as Glasgow and Hamilton do  - and act as a kind of GP for individual congregations?  

2. Quinquennials -  the present system does not seem to be ‘fit for purpose’ fro providing the base 
line information for Asset Management. Should there be a more consistent approach and follow 
up?  

3. Planning -   should there be better integration between planning for human and building re-
sources? And should Planning be about how we use existing buildings or about where the church 
needs to have a building in 10/15 years time?  

3. What about the money? There appears to be a view in the church that the General Trustees have ‘loads of 
cash’. Let’s look at the reality. Of the £800m we look after, we only have control over £7m. And we’ve 



only got £1.5m grants for this year;  half of which are - as the Assembly has requested - for Priority Area 
Congregations. The rest of the £800m belongs to congregations. And we know that many congregations 
have money in Investment Funds and even in tins under the pulpit.  Only about 60% of congregations 
have funds in the Consolidated Fabric Fund and the majority have less than £50,000. But there are some 
big amounts held by churches that don’t need that amount of reserves. Often those with the least access to 
fabric reserves are congregations where their buildings are in use 7 days a week, providing a sanctuary 
and a light in difficult places. Should ways be found to enable make a fairer distribution of resources 
across the church? Should there be an extension of the current arrangements (which are perhaps not well 
enough understood) whereby congregations within a Presbytery can support other congregations in the 
same Presbytery? When does Acts chapter 4 about sharing resources kick in? Is looking after one another 
a hallmark of a Christian Community?  

4. And finally - is working in partnerships   the way forward? I’ve already talked about developing part-
nerships within the church. We have now agreed a way of working with CARTA and are publishing a 
Memorandum of Understanding. What about partnerships outside the church?  A very clear example is the 
question of some of our largest listed buildings. The Church is not a Conservation body - but we should 
respect our inheritance  . But Conservation is the role of other organisations, some of whom already look 
after buildings which we no longer need. So we are in regular contact with Historic Environment Scotland 
and with Government.  This year we have seen the first Community Right to Buy  of one of our churches. 
While we might own our buildings we already share them with the community - indeed they belong to the 
wider community as well. What community partnerships could local congregations develop to share in the 
management of these buildings?  
 

We - all of us - need to answers these questions (and more) to ensure strong and healthy building resources. I 
am reminded of Jesus talking about the Vine and the need for pruning for growth. That’s our challenge - to 
reshape the Church’s physical assets for the future. And I end with a photograph  from Glasgow St Paul’s 
where the young people have developed a whole new way of looking at buildings. Along with bee hives, 
poly tunnels, hens and a weekly  community pizza night, they have this container. ‘Possibility Grows Here’ 
it says. If the church can’t provide that possibility of growth in difficult places - who can?  
This is the year of young people. Not the future of the church. But the church of today. So I want to end with 
some messages from a church in Glasgow with a different kind of place (and the film is made by the young 
folks themselves)  
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