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ADVICE NOTE-SAVING OUR PARSONAGES 

 
The law 

 

1. Know the law. The Booklet ‘Parsonages- A Design Guide’ (the Green Guide) has a 

note of ‘procedures to be followed in the sale, building, purchase or improvement of 
parsonages’ and is available free from the Church Commissioners, 1 Millbank, London 

SW1P 3JZ (020 7898 1000). Current law is also on the Church Commissioners’ website. 

 

2. The incumbent rector or vicar has the freehold and his/her consent to a sale is 

necessary. The bishop’s consent is also necessary, but in practice it is normally the 

bishop who initiates the sale process, either in a vacancy, or under a pastoral scheme. 

A team ministry member, and, if there is no incumbent, a priest in charge normally also 

has to consent. 

 

3. The diocese, on behalf of the bishop, is required to give notice, and will generally 
consult. The parsonage is for the benefice as a whole, so all parishes in the benefice 
must be notified. 

 

3. The PCC has the right to make representations ( in practice, to object). The patron, 

if there is one, has the same right. 
 

4. The representations should go to the Church Commissioners (copy to the Bishop and 

Archdeacon), who must be ‘satisfied’ that any objection should not prevent the sale. 

 

Preparing your case 

 

1. Find out why the diocese wants to sell the house. 

 

2. Ask to see the title deeds for the house and its land. It may be owned by a charity, 
a trust, or a patron, or require some other consent or be subject to some other 
condition before it can be sold. 

 

3. Find out if the house is listed, and if so what grade (taking care to distinguish 

between grade II and grade II*), or if it is in a conservation area. 
 

4. If the house is used for parish meetings or activities, list all the ways in which it is 

used. 



 

 

 

5. If repairs are the issue, find out what has been spent on repairs over the last ten 

years. Seek local estimates or quotations for the repairs, restoration or improvement 

deemed necessary, independently of the diocese. 
 

6. If the house is to be replaced, get independent advice on the cost of replacement. 

There will be sale costs, replacement house costs and substantial agents’, surveyors’ 

and legal fees and disbursements. There will be diocesan staff costs. 

 

7. If there is to be a new house, challenge cost estimates. Costs of new buildings 
generally exceed estimates. 

 

8. Organise a petition of all parishioners. Non-churchgoing parishioners usually feel 

just as strongly about ‘our rectory’ as churchwardens, PCC members and 

churchgoers. 

 

9. Contact local and national amenity and heritage organisations and ask them to write 
in support. 

 

10. Contact the local media, but consider your comments and anything in writing very 
carefully. 

 

11. Consider all the points in Attachment 1 to this note, and construct your case 

accordingly. 
 

12. Read Attachment 2 to this note, and consult Save Our Parsonages for help and 

advice based on the experiences of others. 

 
 

Financial and practical matters 

 

Costs and finance are likely to be the most important issue. If the costs of maintenance 

of the existing house genuinely exceed the unit figure budgeted by the diocese, the PCC 

may have to undertake to make up those costs. 
 

Funding should be sought. Refurbishment and maintenance should be treated 

separately. Some funding bodies only give grants for refurbishment. Marshall’s Charity 

may help, or English Heritage for specialist conservation work. Lottery funding is 

sometimes available if there is substantial public use of any part of the building. There 

are many other potential funding bodies, sometimes including local charities. The local 

Community Council can provide details. 

 

It should be argued, if a sale does go ahead, that because of the pastoral and amenity 

loss to the community, the parish should receive a share of the sale proceeds. If the 

parsonage was used for parish activities and business, for example, a village hall might 

be needed. 



 

 

 

The attachments to this advice note 

 

Attachment 1 looks at the four major justifications for retention of historic 
parsonages. Please read it carefully to decide on your best approach. 

 

Attachment 2 contains valuable practical advice from someone who has had similar 
experience. 

 

 

 

 

ATTACHMENT 1 
 

ARGUMENTS FOR RETENTION 

 

Personal 

 

(a) Significant numbers of clergy value the space provided by a large parsonage and 
can use it to the full. 

 

(b) New parsonages assume that clergy families are nuclear families. Besides varying 

numbers of children, many parsons have elderly relatives living at 

home, and sometimes have to provide  a downstairs bed-sitting  room: this is 
usually easier to arrange in a spacious traditional house than in a modern one. 

 

(c) A traditional parsonage offers privacy for the family when the incumbent has parish 

or other visitors. This is much more difficult in a small parsonage if the visitors 

cannot be accommodated in the office/study. 

 

(d) A spacious study is a tremendous bonus for an incumbent. Many have great 

quantities of reference books, and, with increasingly large benefices and growing 

technology, a sizeable office for parish administration is essential. 
 

(e) The assumptions that all old parsonages are draughty and all new ones are double-

glazed can both be incorrect. There is no reason why a modernised old parsonage 

cannot be perfectly comfortable, while many recently built houses have heating and 

other problems, notably poor sound-proofing. 
 

(f) The rooms in an old parsonage are usually better proportioned and more agreeable 

for living in than those in a new one. 

 
 

Pastoral 

 

Parsonages with extensive outbuildings, good sized gardens and large reception rooms 

are much more useful for parish events than standard houses with small gardens and no 

outbuildings. The uses include: 



 

 

(a) Parish activities such as Sunday school. youth club, choir, Mothers’ Union and PCC 

meetings, as well as wider meetings bringing people together from a whole benefice 

or deanery. 

 

(b) Parish activities such as fetes and barbecues in the grounds. 

 

(c) A large garden, if not required by the resident incumbent, can be cultivated by 

people in the parish who are short of space in their own gardens; this creates a 

valuable connection with the community and can do much good. 
 

(d) Storage for parish property in outbuildings can fulfil a vital need, especially in rural 

parishes. 

 

(e) A parsonage next to the church is invaluable in allowing links between the church 
and the parsonage, for social activities following services in church, or for visiting 
choirs or clergy to robe. It can also provide useful extra security. 

 

Financial 

 

(a) Many of the newer parsonages have unnecessarily expensive features which take 
away from the economic advantage of building afresh. 

 

(b) Large parsonages can sometimes be adapted to provide separate lettable 

accommodation; others can be split into two houses, one of which can be let. In 

both cases the income from lettings will offset maintenance costs. 

 

(c) The demolition of later additions to large parsonages may make them more 
manageable. 

 

(d) Traditional parsonages with their spacious grounds and outbuildings are an 
important resource which the church is throwing away. 

 

(e) The arguments against keeping old parsonages could also be used against old 

churches: they are draughty, too large, difficult to heat and extremely expensive to 

maintain. It seems that the main reason why parsonages are so often sold, but not 

churches, is that neither the diocese nor the Church Commissioners have to pay for 

the upkeep of the churches. Responsibility for them still lies with the local people who 

treasure the old buildings as part of their heritage. Many people value parsonages in a 

similar way and, if given the chance, are willing to contribute towards their retention. 

 

Heritage 

 

The heritage aspects of parsonages are important. We live in a time of growing concern 

about heritage. Nowadays there is greater general appreciation of the symbolic function 
of a historic parsonage, and of its aesthetics and their value to the ministry. The Church 

conserves its church buildings, and the same should be true of its parsonages. 



 

 

 

ATTACHMENT 2 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING SAVING A VICARAGE 
 

Janet Southward was among the leaders of an unsuccessful campaign to save 

Alston Vicarage in Cumbria. She recounted the story in the 1998 SOP Newsletter. 

Here she makes suggestions to others, based on her experience. 

 

1. Act as soon as you hear the slightest rumour that your parsonage is to be sold. 
This might seem obvious, but all too often time moves very quickly. 

 

2. Set up a fighting organisation immediately; a working committee to negotiate with 

the diocese and Church Commissioners, and a fund-raising sub-committee.The 

latter is extremely important as your fight will have to be paid for out of your own 

pockets. Diocesan members can and will use church money. 

 

3. At the first hint of the building being sold, work out just why you want to keep it. 

Because it has always been the parsonage is not a good enough answer. The diocese 

will come up with several reasons why it should not now house an incumbent. You 

must have a clear idea why either another incumbent should live there, or have 

another use for it that would enhance Christian life in your area. 

 

4. If you decide, like us, that as it is centrally placed it could be used as a Christian 

centre or something similar, draw up plans and costings very quickly.Suggest the 

diocese helps the venture by loaning or renting the building to you.You 

must,therefore, show that you have enough know-how to run such an enterprise, 

and are able to fund it. Try to find sponsors and ask people with business ability, 

such as a solicitor, accountant or business manager to join your team. 
 

5. Hopefully, your present incumbent or priest in charge will be on your side. If not, 

you will have an uphill struggle, as the diocese will always consult him/her first. 

Someone who is against your ideas will be a big stumbling block. 

 

6. Get the press on your side quickly. Try to talk to the chief reporter of your local 

paper and win that person to your cause. If you have several good letter-writers in 

your group, use them to write letters of explanation to the papers. Reporting must 

be unbiased, so remember that whatever you say will have to have a reply from 

the other side involved. If there is strong opposition to your ideas, then this can lead 

to very unpleasant discords and misunderstandings being printed. You must be 

prepared for the situation to become tough and even unpleasant. 

 

7, Remember that the people you are dealing with are only human and may have the 

same failings as you. However difficult it may seem, forgive and move on. God's 
will 

be done. 


