DIOCESE OF EXETER

BISHOP’S DIOCESAN COUNCIL
comprising
The Bishop’s Council and Standing Committee
The Executive of the Exeter Diocesan Board of Finance Ltd.
The Diocesan Mission and Pastoral Committee

Draft minutes of the meeting held remotely
on Wednesday 12t March 2025 at 18.30

Attendance: The Right Revd Dr Mike Harrison, The Right Revd James Grier, The Ven. Andrew Beane,
The Ven. Douglas Dettmer, The Ven. Verena Breed, The Ven. Jane Bakker, The Very Revd Jonathan
Greener, Mr Giles Frampton, the Revd. Preb. Mike Partridge, Dr. Kerry Gilbert, the Revd Dr. Mike
Williams, Dr. Lystra Hagley-Dickinson, Mr Richard Buzzacott, the Revd. Deborah Leighton Plom, the
Revd Peter March, Mr. Stephen Macey, Sir James Burnell-Nugent, Mrs Annie Jefferies and Mr. Mike
Jefferies

Introductory Worship

The Bishop of Exeter and Mr. Giles Frampton, Chair of the Diocesan Board of Finance, jointly in the

Apologies and Notices

Apologies were received from the Revd. Preb Rosie Austin, Mr. Nigel Price, Dr. Jennie Golding,
the Revd. Preb. Samantha Stayte, the Revd. Tanya Hockley-Still and Mr. Bob Mills.

The resignation of bishop’s nominee Dr. Michael Wykes was reported; Dr. Wykes was thanked
in his absence for his 6 years of service.

Members were reminded that for the principal purpose of this meeting, the Executive of the
Diocesan Board of Finance was to be considered the lead body. They would need to be
particularly mindful of their responsibilities as the DBF’s trustees in transacting the business of
the meeting.

Mr. Charlie Pitman, the Regional Church of England Safeguarding Lead, and Mr. Costa Nassaris,
the Diocesan Safeguarding Adviser, were welcomed to the meeting. Mrs. Alison Stock, the
Diocesan Registrar, was thanked for the substantial amount of work she had undertaken in the
preparation of paperwork and answering members’ questions and concerns ahead of the
meeting, including from those unable to be present.

Declaration of any actual or potential conflict of interest arising from the agenda or
accompanying papers

No declarations of actual or potential conflicts of interest arising from the agenda were made.
To approve the minutes of the meeting held on 25% January 2025 Paper BDC/17/25

The minutes of the meeting held on 25% January 2025 were approved without amendment.




To agree a DBF trustee response to the Charity Commission for England and Wales concerning
the future fulfilment of safeguarding duties Paper BDC/18/25

The Right Revd Dr Mike Harrison, Bishop of Exeter, noted the circumstances of the receipt of a
letter from the Chief Executive of the Charity Commission, shortly before the February Group of
Sessions of the General Synod, at which a significant decision was to be taken on the future of
safeguarding in the Church of England. Specifically, the letter noted the following:

“The Commission remains keen to understand whether, following any changes made or agreed
by Synod, there are any remaining structural, procedural or constitutional arrangements under
ecclesiastical law that you consider conflict with, or prevent you and your co-trustees from
fulfilling, your safeguarding duties as charity trustees (Legal Impediments).”

The letter then asked the Diocesan Bishop to reply on their own behalf and on behalf of their
DBF co-trustees by 315t March 2025. The decision subsequently taken by the General Synod to
adopt what was known as ‘Option 3’ (with a commitment to investigate whether and how the
additional provisions of ‘Option 4’ might in future be implemented), was therefore a material
consideration in framing the response. Had ‘Option 4’ been agreed, the consideration of any
remaining ‘legal impediments’ to the fulfilment of charity trustees’ safeguarding duties would
have been substantially different.

In agreeing the trustees’ letter, aside from the identification of any remaining legal
impediments, there were a number of factors to be considered. For example, would it be better
to limit the response directly to the terms of the question asked or to reply more extensively;
how much description of current policy and practice should be included (including external and
independent audit outcomes of that policy and practice); should the letter reflect on potential
areas of overlap with other connected charities and their respective responsibilities.

Members were then provided with additional contextual information from the respective
viewpoints of the following officers: Mr. Charlie Pitman, the Regional Safeguarding Lead; Mr.
Costa Nassaris, the Diocesan Safeguarding Adviser; Mrs. Alison Stock, the Diocesan Registrar.
Each reflected on the existing national and diocesan safeguarding arrangements and the
changes that would result from the agreement to adopt the arrangements set out within
‘Option 3’, which would lead to a significant increase in the independence of the safeguarding
scrutiny and casework oversight functions in the Church of England. They noted that the new
arrangements would take some considerable planning and time to implement successfully,
although the potential disruption to front line services would be kept to a minimum (‘Option 3’
was in those terms likely to be less disruptive than ‘Option 4’ would have been if implemented).
It was noted that, as far as it could be determined at this stage, the adoption of ‘Option 3’ did
not appear to create any new ‘legal impediments’ for DBF charity trustees and after substantial
and repeated reform over recent years, a number of pre-existing issues had already been dealt
with. It would be for trustees to determine whether, in their view, any relevant legal
impediments still remained and if so, what they were.

In discussion members raised a number of issues with the detail of the wording of the draft
letter (including the section titles). In particular, clarity and consistency was requested in
sections that referred to having regard to and/or being required to comply with safeguarding
policy. It was requested that the Diocesan Safeguarding Team be included in the list of
functions under the trustees’ control and that the relationship with the Cathedral
(notwithstanding its separate governance arrangements) be described briefly. It was suggested
that it might be more appropriate and effective to enumerate trustees’ duties and
responsibilities in a positive way and then allow examples in policy and practice to follow on.
On balance, a majority of members expressed a preference for a shorter letter that



concentrated closely on the question that had been asked, than a wider treatment of related
issues. Further information was requested in respect of trustees of related bodies (such as
Churchwardens and other PCC members) and the requirements for them to undertake
safeguarding training and to obtain a disclosure certificate. A concern was expressed that the
letter was perhaps too defensive in its tone and it was noted that there should be no
assumption that it would be treated as confidential; if by whatever means it was distributed
more widely, the court of pubic opinion might respond more strongly on how the response was
expressed than on the detail of the answer given and the information provided. In this regard it
was suggested that greater prominence be given to the independent audit and evaluation of
the diocesan safeguarding function recently undertaken by INEQE, since that provided an
external, professional and objective view of everything currently being done as well as some
recommendations for future improvement.

Some members also expressed concern that the Charity Commission may not fully understand
the complex legal structures of the Church of England (and the associated limitations on the
powers of the Diocesan Board of Finance and the responsibilities of its trustees) or be fully
aware of all of work that had already been undertaken to improve policy and practice, to
evaluate performance and to develop a culture of constant challenge and aspiration. It was also
felt that there were inconsistencies in the letter from the Charity Commission, with the explicit
guestion requiring a response being tightly focussed but with wider references elsewhere in the
text (eg the reference to ‘enabling] trustees of all the Church charities within the diocese to
effectively discharge their safeguarding duties’). In the light of the latter, it was suggested that
reference be made to the ways in which the DBF, through the Diocesan Safeguarding Team,
resources PCC members / trustees to fulfil their own safeguarding responsibilities through
training, quality control systems and reporting mechanisms.

In terms of the national context and our awareness of responses being framed by other
Dioceses, it was noted that an advice note had been circulated by the Provincial Registrar and
that discussions had taken place in a range of groups and networks. However, draft diocesan
letters were not in circulation as it was important for each trustee body to formulate its own
response and to reflect specifically on its own circumstances.

The Bishop of Exeter then summarised the discussion and noted that on balance the trustees
were seeking amendments to the draft letter in the following respects:

a. Consistency of wording around the ‘duty to comply’

b. Inclusion of a reference to the Cathedral, noting the importance of the connections to,
and its independence from, the Diocesan Board of Finance.

c. Review of the tone of the letter in case it sounds too defensive to a wider readership. The
language of the question should be mirrored in the response as far as possible, including
in any sub-headings.

d. Strengthen the reference to the INEQE audit of diocesan safeguarding policy and practice
(including quotations and a link to the full report)

e. Abbreviate the main letter and support with an informational annexe.

As different views had been expressed on the final of the above points, a straw poll was taken
and a large majority of members supported the inclusion of the informational annexe.

It was concluded that, following the implementation of ‘Option 3, no ‘legal impediments’ had
been identified that would conflict with or prevent the DBF’s trustees from fulfilling their
safeguarding duties.

It was agreed that the final draft of the letter would be circulated by email to the trustees by
Monday 17t March, with a requirement to respond by Friday 215t March. This would allow for



the trustees’ views on the approval of the letter to be collated (with a decision deemed to
have been taken by a majority if needed), any remaining work undertaken and the response
sent in time to reach the Charity Commission by their deadline of Monday 31t March.



