MC/07/17

MRDF – Clarification of Constitutional Arrangements

1. Purpose of report

To establish a working group to clarify the status of MRDF.

2. Background

MRDF has its own charitable status (established in 1985 and set up with its own Board in 1996) but is currently embedded in the Connexional team.  There are no other bodies comparable to MRDF in this respect. One result is that its staff are currently jointly employed by Methodist Council and by the charity. This brings with it certain complications. 

MRDF was set up in this way for the purposes of distributing the Methodist Relief Fund (born out of British Methodist Church interest in relief post-world war 2 and formalised in the 1950s) and the World Development Fund (created in the 1970s to maximise understanding and representation on behalf of the poor). The current relationship between MRDF and the Methodist Council is outlined in Standing Order 364 (4):

‘The council shall appoint a committee to act as the trustees of the Methodist Relief and Development Fund to receive, hold and transmit moneys for relief, rehabilitation and development under Methodist, ecumenical or other appropriate oversight primarily overseas but, in the cases of exceptional need, also in the United Kingdom.’ 

The objectives outlined in the MRDF Trust Deed are:

a) the relief of poverty and 

b) the advancement of education 

in any part of the world.
3. Current scope of the work of MRDF

MRDF has successfully grown and developed in the years since it moved to charitable status.  It has specifically concentrated on: 

i. focusing support on the poorest people in the poorest countries;
ii. aiming to help people to help themselves (i.e. not just engaging in service provision, but seeking to help people transform themselves and their situation in a way that is sustainable in the future);

iii. making small organisations (which are often unable to access funding from bigger agencies) its priority in its provision of support, and helping them to build their organisational capacity;
iv. in emergency relief, working only through existing partners, Methodist Churches or ACT, Action by Churches Together, drawn from the membership of the World Council of Churches a global alliance of churches and related agencies working in emergency Relief.

v. to ensure money is well-spent; 

vi. prioritising “forgotten emergencies”;

vii. working closely with the Methodist Church in Britain with regard  to advocacy and raising awareness of issues of poverty;

viii. maintaining an intimate relationship both with overseas partners (being able to talk from direct experience about small miracles the projects bring about) and also with MRDF supporters and donors (offering tailor made responses);

ix. producing worship materials/resources specially formulated for Methodist churches (others are ecumenical), and providing information and opportunities for action and giving which enable Methodists to fulfil their Christian calling;

x. maintaining low fundraising and administration costs.

4. Ground Clearing Project 4; Advocacy

Ground Clearing Project 4 on Advocacy, included within its brief the role of MRDF. The report of the Project Management Group recognises the continuing success of MRDF as well as the need to clarify how this works  in relationship to the developing  vision  for the emerging Connexional Team that the Team engage in “one mission”, and also to  recognise the overarching commitment in the  Priorities for the Methodist church ‘to work in partnership wherever possible’.  The report states that MRDF,  

‘has thrived in the niche it has created, adopting its own increasingly successful approach to advocacy and fund-raising, with its distinctive voice and work.

The current arrangements pose questions for the Connexional Team and for the trustees of MRDF when considering how the Methodist Church as a whole might improve advocacy, remembering that this discussion needs to include shared priorities and desired outcomes.’

The project management group also felt that, 

‘MRDF needs special consideration because it is a separate charity with its own governing structure, yet anchored in the Methodist Connexion.  It needs to be free to continue its own agenda of advocacy and fundraising for its projects, while influencing and supporting the major issues adopted by the Connexional Team.  However it also needs positive interaction with the World Church Office to maximise coordination of programmes and grants.  Effective formal and informal links are needed to ensure this.’ 

5. Conclusion

There is clearly a need to clarify the relationship and the existing complex legal status of MRDF in the light of the recommendations of project 4 and the aspirations of the MRDF trustees.  It is likely that a more autonomous arrangement for MRDF would enable the fund to continue to develop and flourish, but it is also vital that the work and experience of MRDF is able to contribute to the development of policy and advocacy of development issues for the whole church. This review needs to take place in the context of Team Focus, including the developing work on advocacy.

It is recommended that the Council appoints a working group to undertake this work, with the following remit:

1. to clarify the constitutional status of the Methodist Relief and Development Fund

2. to clarify current ambiguity about MRDF’s current relationship with the Connexional team about the use of the Team’s resources with regard to  HR, Communications, and Finance, and also in respect of other operational policies

3. to clarify further and affirm MRDF’s relationship with the Methodist Church

4. to identify what actions need to be taken prior to Conference 2007

It is proposed that the members of the working group should  be:

· Anthea Cox Coordinating Secretary

· Peter Byass, Chair of MRDF Trustees

· Max Teare trustee of MRDF

· Kirsty Smith Director of MRDF

· Graham Thompson, Chair of District

· David Gamble, Coordinating Secretary (specifically to provide Law and polity advice)

Resolution

The Council approves the remit and membership of the MRDF constitutional Working Group and instructs its members to report to the March Council Meeting.
