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Guidance note on the suspension of an accredited Minister
Background

This guidance note deals with the scenario where the Ministries Team Leader of BUGB takes the decision to suspend a Minister’s accreditation pending investigation in accordance with the Ministerial Recognition Rules and sets out practical steps for Baptist church charity trustees to consider in determining whether the Minister should be suspended from the office they hold within the church. 

This guidance note is therefore relevant to the position of an accredited Minister. 

1. In what circumstances will a Minister’s accreditation be suspended?
The rules that deal with the circumstances within which a Minister’s accreditation can be suspended pending investigation by the Ministries Team Leader are set out in the Ministerial Recognition Rules (November 2020) which can be found at https://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/482804/MRC_Rules_updated.aspx 
 

Within those rules it sets out the process for investigation of alleged misconduct by a Minister and at paragraphs 3.2 – 3.5 sets out important requirements around suspension:
· Ultimately, the decision on whether a Minister’s accreditation should be suspended rests with the Ministries Team Leader after consideration with the person appointed to investigate. The Ministries Team Leader has a responsibility to report their decision to suspend suspension to the Moderator;
· Suspension of accreditation should not be a kneejerk reaction to allegations of gross misconduct;
· Consideration should be given as to whether the Minister can remain on the Register of Nationally Accredited Ministers during the course of any investigation;
· Those considering suspension of accreditation should weigh up the risks involved in the person continuing on the Register during the investigation.

Suspension of accreditation would usually be considered where allegations are made of serious faults and inappropriate behaviour that if proven, could amount to gross misconduct. You are specifically referred to section 4.3 of the Ministerial Recognition Rules which sets out a non-exhaustive list of examples of possible gross misconduct. The reality is that most cases where the Ministries Team Leader decides suspension is necessary are where there are allegations which if proven mean that the Minister presents a risk of harm to others or a risk of harm to themselves.

If the decision is taken to suspend a Minister’s accreditation, the period of suspension will usually last for the duration of a disciplinary investigation under the Ministerial Recognition Rules and up to the point at which a decision is made as to whether a Minister can continue to be accredited. 
2. Where a Minister’s accreditation is suspended, what information does BUGB pass to the church about the circumstances of this suspension?

In circumstances where a decision is made by the Ministries Team Leader to suspend a Minister’s accreditation, this will be reported to the church where the Minister holds office. We would encourage each church to identify a small group of key people (we suggest three people) to receive such news as these situations are inevitably very sensitive and other trustees may need to be involved in any processes that follow in terms of the Minister’s engagement at the church. This group of three individuals should preferably be made up of trustees to include the Church Secretary and the trustee responsible for safeguarding / Designated Person for Safeguarding within the church.  If it is difficult to establish such a group of three people then the group should include the Church Secretary and Designated person for Safeguarding, as appropriate. A decision to suspend the accreditation of a Minister would generally be reported by the Regional Minister to this small group within the church. 

It is very important to note that it is often the case that the information that can be shared with the church at this stage is limited. This might be because there could be a police investigation ongoing or enquiries being made by other external agencies. Also, there may be data protection implications, which mean that the information that can be shared at this early point is restricted. 

3. If a Minister’s accreditation is suspended does that mean that the Minister must automatically be suspended from their role with the church?

The Ministerial Recognition Rules provide that:
· Suspension of accreditation will not automatically lead to a suspension from the office held by the Minister; and

· Suspension from office would be a decision for the church charity trustees, usually guided by the appropriate Regional Minister. In this context it would be appropriate for the decision around suspension from office to be delegated to the group of three individuals at the church identified to deal with disciplinary matters involving the Minister as detailed above. The decision about whether the church should suspend the Minister needs to be taken in a timely way once notification is provided about the Ministries Team Leader’s decision to suspend accreditation. 
It is very important that the church (acting through the group of three people identified above) makes its own decision, based on the information available to it, as to whether the Minister should be suspended from their role pending investigation. Important considerations include:
· Whether the alleged offence is thought to be in the nature of gross misconduct, if proven; and/or
· Whether the Local Authority Designated Officer (LADO) for safeguarding has made a recommendation to suspend; and/or

· Whether the Minister’s continued presence in their role presents a serious risk to them or others. 
In considering these points, it is important to take account of the fact that the Ministries Team Leader would not have taken the decision to suspend accreditation unless at least one of these considerations was satisfied.

The church also needs to consider whether the Minister’s presence would preclude a full and proper investigation from taking place. It is often the case that witnesses who need to be interviewed in response to allegations that have been made are church members and it can be very difficult for individuals to be open if the Minister continues to work while the investigation is ongoing. 

Alternatives to suspension may be considered before the church suspends the Minister and their appropriateness will depend on the nature of the allegations that have been made; for example, requiring the Minister to work from home and not attend church premises while an investigation continues. However, use of such alternatives will be very rare in circumstances where the Ministries Team Leader has taken the decision to suspend a Minister’s accreditation. 

At the point at which a Minister’s accreditation is suspended, the Ministries Team Leader writes to the Minister to require them not to engage in ministry for the duration of the period of suspension. It would certainly be the exception for a church to do anything other than suspend the Minister from their role within the church in these circumstances. The church will also need to report its separate suspension decision to the Minister in writing.

4. What are the terms of a Minister’s suspension?

Generally, a Minister would be suspended for as long as it takes an investigation and any disciplinary steps set out under the Ministerial Recognition Rules and any internal church process to be concluded. 

In summary, the terms of the suspension need to be linked to the risk involved and the Regional Minister will be able to advise the church further in this regard. Suspension should be on full pay and the Minister should be instructed not to carry out any work during the period of suspension. They remain in office but are not required to work. Consideration should also be given to removing their IT access (although this will depend on the nature of the allegations being investigated), asking them not to use the church’s and/or their own social media and asking them not to be in contact with colleagues or church members or anyone else involved with the church (again, depending on the allegations being investigated). 

It is very important that pastoral support is put in place for the Minister from both within the church and by the Regional Minister for the duration of the period of suspension. The Minister should be asked for suggestions of who could provide this pastoral support and there should be discussion with the Regional Minister to identify the right people to take on this role. 

A sample letter for a church to send to a Minister confirming suspension is attached to this guidance note. 

5. Does suspension need to be reviewed?

Yes, you should review a Minister’s suspension on a regular basis which means at least every month. The group of three people described above should liaise with the Ministries Team Leader for an update in respect of the investigation prior to a suspension review decision being made. 

The Ministries Team Leader reviews the accreditation suspension on a regular basis during the course of an investigation. 

It should be noted that if an investigation is being conducted by an external agency (e.g. the police) then the timescales for such an investigation will be outside of the church’s control and BUGB’s control and this is likely to impact the progress of any investigation and disciplinary process under the Ministerial Recognition Rules.   

6. Who is informed about the suspension?

The group of people (we suggest the three detailed above) who are informed about the Minister’s accreditation being suspended and who make the decision to suspend the Minister from their role within the church should report the fact of the suspension (but not the detail of the reasons for it) to the trustees. The important reason for not providing the detail is that other trustees may become involved at a later point in any disciplinary processes that need to follow within the church. 

Confidentiality is so important throughout such processes, with information only being shared on a strictly need to know basis.   

 
7. What can be said to the church / the church meeting?

The Ministries Team Leader will prepare a statement to be read out at the church meeting. This will have to be very limited in terms of content due to the importance of confidentiality when it comes to investigations under the Ministerial Recognition Rules and under internal church processes. The statement will usually be process based and will explain why the information being provided is limited. It is acknowledged that this may cause frustration for church members; however, the main consideration is to ensure fairness to the Minister and to allow the investigation to progress unimpeded. 

Only information that needs to be shared should be shared. It is vital that information is only provided on a need-to-know basis. This is to ensure that the investigations (whether by the church, BUGB, the police or any other external agency) are not hampered in any way; to ensure fairness to the Minister to defend their position and to enable a Minister who has been suspended to return to ministry in the future if they are exonerated. 

Crisis media support would also normally be put in place for a church by the Regional Minister and the Faith and Society Specialist Team at BUGB. 

8. Does the church need to carry out a separate investigation into the Minister’s conduct?

Generally, the investigation initiated by the Ministries Team Leader will involve looking substantively at all the issues of concern that have been raised. It is important for the group of three people at the church (described above) to liaise with the Ministries Team Leader to ensure that this is the case and to confirm that there are no issues on which they need to initiate a separate investigation. 

Once the investigation is completed, the Ministries Team Leader will provide a statement of the outcome to the church and the church will then need to determine how to take that forward through its own disciplinary procedures. 

It is also important to be aware that investigations by external agencies may also be ongoing.
9. What is the impact of investigations being carried out by other agencies?

If the police or another external agency are investigating the Minister, this can delay, often considerably, the investigation initiated by the Ministries Team leader. The timescales for such external investigations are outside BUGB’s control. In circumstances where there is a safeguarding issue, the LADO (where children are involved) or other statutory authorities (where adults are at risk) may want to speak to the Designated Person for Safeguarding at the church to get their perspective on events under investigation. 

10. What is the role of the Regional Association in this process? 

A Regional Minister is there to support and advise and it will generally be the Regional Minister who informs the group of three people within the church of the Ministries Team Leader’s decision to suspend the Minister’s accreditation, the terms of which will also be confirmed in writing by the Ministries Team Leader 

The Regional Safeguarding Lead will also be able to provide advice to the church, as appropriate. 

11. Does the church need to report allegations against a Minister and a Minister’s suspension to the Charity Commission?

There is an obligation to report serious incidents to the Charity Commission. We would urge a church who have suspended their Minister to liaise with the Ministries Team Leader or the Legal Services Manager for advice on the question of Charity Commission reporting. More information on serious incident reporting can be found at https://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/549197/Guideline_Leaflet_C17.aspx
Support can also be provided through the BUGB on crisis media management and on the insurance position.
Annex – a sample letter of suspension from church to Minister, pending investigation by the Baptist Union under the Ministerial Recognition Rules 
Note to charity trustees – you may wish to check this letter with the Ministries Team Leader before it is sent to the Minister.  Please also note that you cannot always tell the minister the precise allegations as it may compromise a police investigation.  If you are in any doubt, please check with the Ministries Team Leader.
 
[ON HEADED NOTEPAPER OF THE CHURCH]
Dear [                            ]
Suspension pending investigation

I am writing to confirm that, as of the date of this letter, you have been suspended without judgement from your role as Minister at the church until further notice. This follows the suspension of your accreditation by the Baptist Union Ministries Team Leader pending an investigation under the Baptist Union’s Ministerial Recognition Rules into an allegation against you. The details of the allegation are that [                                                         ]. We reserve the right to change or add to the allegations against you, as appropriate, in the light of the investigation.

Your suspension does not constitute disciplinary action and does not imply any assumption that you have committed misconduct. We will keep your suspension under review and will aim, working alongside the Ministries Team Leader, to make the period of suspension no longer than is necessary. 

Pay and your obligations during suspension

During your suspension, we shall continue to pay you in the normal way. 

You remain in office as our Minister throughout your suspension. In this period, you remain bound by the terms of your appointment. 
You are required to fully co-operate with the investigation that the Ministries Team Leader has initiated. However, you are not otherwise required to carry out any of your normal duties and you should not attend any of our premises unless authorised by [NAME] to do so. You must not communicate with any of our church members or staff or anyone else involved with the church unless authorised by [NAME]. However, you are required to be available to answer any work-related queries.  If you have any queries during your period of suspension, then your point of contact is [NAME]. Pastoral support during your period of suspension is available from [NAME]. 
[Your email account has been suspended and you no longer have access to our IT systems].
[You must not use our social media account or your social media account during your period of suspension]

Holiday

[Your pre-arranged period of annual leave from [DATE] to [DATE] inclusive is unaffected by your suspension, and you will not be required to be available during that time].

Should you wish to take [further] annual leave during the period of suspension, this must be approved by [NAME], in advance. You must request annual leave if you wish to take holiday, or make yourself unavailable in any other way, while you are suspended.

Next steps 

When the investigation is complete, we will write to confirm the next steps. In particular, we will confirm at this stage whether a disciplinary hearing is required. 
If there are any documents, witnesses or other information that you think will be relevant to the matters under investigation, please let the Ministries Team Leader know as soon as possible. If you require access to your place of work or IT access for this purpose, please also let me know as we may need to arrange this access under supervision.

Statement

The Ministries Team Leader has agreed the following statement regarding the investigation and your suspension, which will be read out to the church and used in response to any enquiries: 
[DETAILS OF AGREED STATEMENT]. 
Please refer any queries you may receive to [NAME].
If you have any queries about your suspension or the investigation, please contact me on [PROVIDE CONTACT DETAILS].

Yours sincerely, 

This explanatory document aims to provide guidance to Baptist Churches about the suspension of an Accredited Minister.











