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1
It has been the policy of the Methodist Church in Great Britain (MCB) for all its overseas Districts to become indigenous, self-governing, self-supporting and self-propagating Churches. The history of the Gambia District (referred to in recent years as “The Methodist Church The Gambia”) goes back to 1821, making it one of the oldest Methodist Churches in Africa. It is the last remaining overseas District of the British Conference. The District presently has 2,200 members, with sixteen societies in six Circuits.

2
The Gambia District Synod’s Autonomy Steering Committee completed a thorough assessment and profile of the District in 2000. The Synod approved a draft Constitution in 2003. The MCB supports in principle these moves towards autonomy.

3
Three concerns have been raised in the discussions so far about autonomy.  

3.1
The sustainability of indigenous ministry: In 2006 there are two young probationers in Circuit who have successfully completed degree studies, two students in Ghana, one student in Britain at Cliff College and one new candidate. The prospect for sustainable indigenous ministry is more positive than for many years.  However, there is a significant problem of retaining young Gambian ministers in The Gambia. 

3.2.1
Financial self-support:  The Gambia District currently receives a block General Grant of £20,000 from the Connexion through the budget of the World Church Office of the Connexional Team (WCO).  This grant represents 42% of the income shown in the District income and expenditure account.  There are grants for Special Projects, a National in Mission Appointment (NMA), the training of ministers and support for Mission Partners.  Autonomy is not expected to lead to the cessation of financial support from the British Connexion by way of grants from the WCO budget. 

3.2.2
A number of investments have enhanced the District property and income portfolios.  In addition a special grant of £17,000 a year is being given to support income-generating investment and property management in the years leading up to autonomy. 

3.3.1
Leadership:  After an unsettled period there is renewed confidence and, under the leadership of the present and immediately previous Chair of District, the Synod is concentrating its attention on the process of becoming an autonomous Conference.  Substantial work has been done on reworking the current constitutional arrangements for discipline and Synod procedure. 

3.3.2
In the light of previous experience, there had been concern about the capacity of the District to provide and to respond to local leadership. The Synod believes that the current moment is ripe for the pursuit of autonomy.  

4
In the last five years the relationship between Britain and The Gambia has been strengthened and enhanced in various ways including a closer accompaniment, through the WCO, of The Gambia District on its journey. 

5
The Strategy and Resources Committee, acting in the name of the Methodist Council, has initiated the procedure set out in S.O.356 (see Appendix). Through this report the Conference is alerted to this process and to the hope that any formal resolutions for the transfer of authority (i.e. the granting of autonomy) can be brought to the Conference of 2007. Consultation with the World Church Committee will take place before this year’s Conference. The required consultation with the Faith and Order, Law and Polity and World Methodist Committees will take place between now and January 2007.  

***RESOLUTION

69/1.
The Conference receives the Report and welcomes the news that the Methodist Church The Gambia is moving towards autonomy.

Appendix

S.O. 356
  Transfer of Authority.  (1) Every request for a new relationship involving the modification of the authority of the Conference over the Synod submitted by an overseas Synod shall be considered by the Methodist Council in consultation with the Synod concerned and reported to the Conference.


(2) Before making its recommendation the Council shall consult the Faith and Order, World Church, Law and Polity and World Methodist Committees.


(3) In all cases where the Conference is satisfied that autonomy is the appropriate next step in the growth of the church and that the requirements of clause 44(a) of the Deed of Union* are met the Conference shall exercise its powers under that clause to concur in the establishment of an autonomous Methodist Church and to grant, convey and transfer any relevant authority, power and properties accordingly.


(4) … [makes provision where autonomy also involves a union scheme]


(5) The Conference will seek the closest possible co-operation with any church or organisation so established.  The terms of such co-operation shall be entered into by freely negotiated agreement.

* Deed of Union 44     Other Autonomous Conferences.  

(a) The Conference shall have power, if satisfied that the constitution of the proposed new church will embody and safeguard Methodist doctrines, to concur in the establishment of an autonomous Methodist Church comprising or including one or more Districts, Circuits or Local Churches until then forming part of the Methodist Church, and so far as the law allows:


(i)
to grant and transfer to the conference or other governing body of the newly autonomous church the authority and power of the Conference in relation to the members of the Methodist Church concerned; and


(ii)
to convey and transfer to the newly autonomous church or its trustees or to other appropriate transferees for its use and benefit all or any properties in the relevant area vested on behalf of the Conference of the Methodist Church in the Methodist Missionary Trust Association or other trustees, persons or bodies.
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