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Revised arrangements for the Heritage of the Methodist Church

Introduction

During the past two years the Strategy and Resources Committee have received regular reports as part of the governance scrutiny exercises upon the oversight of various important heritage sites of the Methodist Church. A number of these sites are the responsibility of trustee bodies who report direct to the Methodist Conference. Whilst  other sites, perhaps of  less significance are the responsibility of circuits or districts.) The sites which report direct to the Methodist Conference are as follows:

The New Room Bristol (including Charles Wesley’s House)

Epworth Rectory

Wesley’s Chapel

Aldersgate Memorial

Other groups within the church have a responsibility for a wider overview and the professional management of the church’s archives and artefacts but are not in a managerial or trustee position. In the past there have been occasions when these groups have made detailed recommendations to the church about future strategy and coordination of the Church’s substantial heritage sites and archives.  However, to their disappointment there has been little response. (The work of Dr. Peter Forsaith whose written reports of several years ago are still immensely relevant is acknowledged here.)  

Partly in response to the reports to the SRC but also following calls for help from the Trustee bodies themselves a so-called ‘group of three’ has been working with the Trustees of three of these sites to various degrees of involvement. They have been attempting to assist the trustees to take a strategic approach to solving the difficulties they face particularly in relation to finance and access to professional expertise. In this process, it has become obvious  that the Church has no effective overall policy in respect of the oversight of its heritage and as a result there is considerable confusion and frustration about the way in which particular problems are to be approached. 

It is not intended here, at this stage, to give a detailed assessment of the health of each of these sites and the governance arrangements which attend them. Many of the particular problems will be known to individual members of the Council  In general terms however the following statements can be made:

· when each trustee body reports to the Methodist Conference there is no debate upon the report and no feedback is available to the trustees

· at least three of the sites are in substantial financial difficulties and two face major strategic decisions about their future

· moreover these two sites face options for redevelopment which they have neither the skills nor the resources necessary to make progress

· the telling of the story of Methodism is not as complete as it could be nor does it meet the potential of the 21st century in terms of new technology and accessibility

· in some cases the sites are in direct competition with each other for resources from within the Methodist Church and other avenues of finance such as the National Heritage Fund

· perhaps most significantly of all is that the Church is failing to use its resources for mission and educational purposes in an effective co-ordinated fashion.

The Methodist Church is two years at most away from a major crisis at one or more of these sites.  That this has not occurred earlier is due mainly to the recent use of reserves at two of the sites and grants from Connexional or District bodies.The Strategy and resources Committee considered at its last meeting that the time had now come for a new co-ordinated and resourced approach to be formulated within a mission context. (There may of course be a major alternative option and that is to move out of the field of heritage management altogether and seek to hand over to a national expert body in this field such as the National Trust or English Heritage but that has not been considered in detail)

The Strategy and Resources Committee has therefore recommended to the Methodist Council that a paper be presented to the Methodist Conference in 2008 which will address these difficulties.

In general terms, if the responsibility is to remain within the compass of the Methodist Conference, what is required is as follows:

· a central group within the church whose responsibility it is to manage the churches artefacts, archives and sites in such a way that they are not only preserved for the future but present Methodism as a living organism which has relevance to the present age

· new trustee and reporting arrangements so that the linkage from the trustee body is through the central group mentioned above and then direct to the Methodist Conference so that that body has an overview of what is being achieved and what now needs to be done

· resources need to be provided to the central group on an annual basis which can be used at the discretion of the group to further its own work and to support the work of the trustees.  It is difficult at the present time to put a satisfactory and yet realistic figure onto paper but in a public sector environment a figure of £250,000 would probably be taken as an initial estimate.

· making connections with Methodism in other countries and the world Methodist organisations will be very important if resources are to be obtained and general support to be given (the General Secretary and the Chair of the SRC recently met with representatives from world Methodism who agreed to think creatively in the directions  described in this paper and to address certain other pressing issues.)

· there needs also to be some very careful thought given to the scope of the sites to be brought in to these arrangements.(For example, a wider view could be taken of the properties in the Bristol area and there is the question of the place of Engelsea Brook)  There is a danger that to over-support a small number of sites and to appear to overlook others may discourage creative and responsible management of heritage sites within circuits and districts.  This might be overcome by recognizing the problem at the outset and stating objectives clearly and perhaps by identifying a small fraction of the money referred to above as being available more generally.

Conclusion
The Methodist Council is asked;

1. to consider the recommendation from the Strategy and Resources Committee that work now be undertaken to develop proposals to put before the Conference of 2008 for a revised and properly structured and funded approach to the oversight of the Church’s heritage, within the context of mission and the overriding policies of the Methodist Church; 

2. if so, to agree that a a group be established with expertise in this area who could work swiftly over the next two or three months to come forward with more detailed proposals, building upon work and audits already undertaken by Methodists such as Dr. Peter Forsaith and the Revd Dr. Martin Wellings, the experience of the group of three and the various governance scrutiny groups. The membership of the group to be agreed by the Chair of the Methodist Council (interested Council members are asked to mention the fact to him).

PAGE  

