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This guidance is intended to provide parish treasurers and members of select vestries with a broad overview of 
some of the government supports announced by the UK government, which may be available to your Parish as a 
charity, to support employers and businesses over the coming weeks.   Further details can be found on the relevant 
government websites which are listed below or if you have queries email finance@rcbdub.org 

As in all cases, each Diocese and Parish is advised to seek independent professional advice if availing of any of the 
government supports detailed below and particularly reminded to seek employment advice if availing of the Job 
Retention Scheme supports from the UK Government. 

In addition, some of these schemes may impact on  Group Risk  insurance policies (e.g. death in service or illness 
protection benefits) so if a Diocese / Parish intends to avail of schemes which may impact on employees, then 
prior to effecting any change, they should ensure that their insurance representative is fully informed of any 
changes.  

 

 

Please note that the details of the schemes noted below are changing and evolving all the time. 
No application of the schemes should be made without reference to the appropriate website 

which will have the most up to date information. 

 

 

Supports available to Parishes from UK and NI Governments 
 
 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme  
As announced on the 20th March 2020, the UK Government will cover up to 80% of small business staff wages up 
to a maximum of £2,500 per month per employee.  All UK businesses (including charities / parishes) are eligible to 
benefit from the scheme which will run for at least 3 months.   
  
The scheme is designed to support workers that otherwise would have been laid off during the crisis. Laid off 
means when an employer asks an employee to stay at home or take unpaid leave if there is not enough work for 
them.  To access the scheme, you’ll need to designate affected employees as ‘furloughed workers’ (i.e. employees 
are kept on your payroll, rather than being laid off) and agree this change with the relevant employees.   
 
The temporary scheme is open to all UK employers for three months starting from 1st March 2020 but may be 
extended by Her Majesty’s Revenue & Custom (HMRC) if necessary.  Businesses / Charities should have employees 
on a PAYE payroll system on or before 28th February 2020 and have a UK bank account.  The grant will be made 
available through HMRC.  HMRC are working hard to set up an on-line portal to allow employers to apply for the 
scheme, the on-line portal is expected to be in place for the end of April 2020.   
 
The scheme will extend to the associated Employers National Insurance contributions and minimum automatic 
enrolment employer pension contributions for wages.  Employers can chose to top up the employees’ wages but 
there is no obligation to do so.  The furloughed employee would be kept on the employer’s payroll, but designated 
as “furloughed worker”.  The employer submits information to HMRC about the employee that has been 
“furloughed” and their earnings through the new on-line portal when the portal is operational.   
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An employee will remain employed while they are furloughed, however, they cannot work for their employer 
during the furlough period, nor can they volunteer if they are being furloughed from a parish employer. The Labour 
Relations agency of the UK has provided a sample furlough letter which can be customised. (See Appendix 1)  It is 
important to stress that any change to an employee’s terms and conditions should be agreed in advance with the 
employee and parishes are advised to speak to their solicitor prior to effecting any change. 

 
HMRC and Her Majesty’s Treasury (HMT) have clarified that the scheme extends to office holders which would 
include Church of Ireland Clergy paid through a PAYE system.  Parishes are reminded that while Clergy may be 
working remotely during this crisis, necessary pastoral care, parish administration work, the provision of church 
services via livestreaming and funeral services among other duties are all being undertaken by Clergy. As Clergy 
continue to carry out their duties of office they cannot be furloughed because furloughed employees/office 
holders are not allowed to carry out any work or duties.  (See above) 

Further information in relation to the scheme and how to submit information about employees and their earnings 
can be obtained from HMRC.  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-employers-and-
businesses-about-covid-19/covid-19-support-for-businesses#support-for-businesses-through-the-coronavirus-
job-retention-scheme  This publication (step by step guide) from HMRC may also be useful  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/880099/Co
ronavirus_Job_Retention_Scheme_step_by_step_guide_for_employers.pdf  

 
 

 
Statutory Sick Pay Scheme 
In Northern Ireland businesses with fewer than 250 employees will be refunded 100% of the total cost to provide 
Statutory Sick Pay to each employee who has been off work because of Covid-19 for up to two weeks. Details of 
how to reclaim Statutory Sick Pay have yet to be released but would be applicable to Church of Ireland Parishes 
who employ staff on a PAYE tax system. 

 

Self-Employed Income Support Scheme  
This scheme might be applicable to Church of Ireland Parishes, who engage a contractor for particular services 
such as book-keeping or Church music.  The onus would be on the self-employed contractor to investigate this 
scheme, not the Parish.   This scheme would not apply to Church of Ireland Clergy as incumbents of a Parish, who 
are designated as office holders and not as self-employed. 
 
If you are a self-employed individual or a member of a partnership and meet a number of conditions, you will be 
eligible to receive a grant through the above scheme.  The conditions to be met in order to be eligible for the grant 
can be found on the Government’s website here.  https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-a-grant-through-the-
coronavirus-covid-19-self-employment-income-support-scheme  

If eligible, you will receive a taxable grant which will be 80% of the average profits from the previous three tax 
years (if applicable). If you do not have taxable profits for the previous three tax years, an average of the taxable 
profits you have returned to HMRC will be used.   The grant will be up to a maximum of £2,500 per month for 
three months.  It will be paid directly into your bank account, in one instalment.  

The scheme is currently not open for applications. If you are eligible, HMRC will contact you and invite you to 
apply online.  HMRC expects the grants to be paid no later than the end of June. 

In the meantime, please be mindful of emails, calls and texts of people claiming to be from HMRC as this scheme 
will likely see an increase in scams. 
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Personal Loans, Mortgages and Car Loans 
In the UK, measures were announced by the Chancellor in Budget 2020 around personal loans, mortgages 
and car loans with additional measures announced on 17th March. In summary these measures include the 
following:  

 The government has agreed with mortgage lenders that they will offer repayment holidays of 3 
months to households in financial difficulty due to COVID-19.  

 The provisions extend to landlords whose tenants are experiencing financial difficulties because of 
COVID-19.  

 The offer of a payment holiday can be made available to customers who are up to date with payments 
and not already in arrears.  

It is advised that customers who are concerned about their current financial situation (repayment of loans, 
credit card bills, car loans etc.) should contact their lender/bank at the earliest possible opportunity to discuss 
if this is a suitable option for them. It should be noted if you agree a payment holiday with your lender, the 
lender should record the payment holiday in such a way that will not impact on your credit score. 

If a Parish is in a position where it is renting property to a third party or is renting property from a third party, 
then it should note the following: 

 Emergency legislation will be taken forward so that landlords will not be able to start proceedings to 
evict tenants for at least a 3-month period. This applies to private and local authority renters.  

 At the end of this period, landlords and tenants will be expected to work together to establish an 
affordable repayment plan, taking into account tenants’ individual circumstances.  

 The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) called on lenders/banks to use flexibility built into their rules 
to support consumers, taking into account customers’ individual circumstances. Many major lenders 
have already made statements to this effect. 
 

Grants, Rates and Loans NI Schemes 

Grants for business in the retail, tourism or hospitality sector 

This grant scheme may be applicable where a Parish operate a café or larger cathedral who operate tourist 
shops and guided tours and where the Parish pay an annual rates bill based on such operations.  It is noted 
that while Parishes in Northern Ireland are liable for commercial rates, in the main, the majority receive an 
exemption of up to one hundred percent where the premises is being used wholly for charitable purposes.        

For businesses who are in the retail, tourism and hospitality sectors who occupy businesses premises with a 
rateable value between £15,000 and £51,000, you will be eligible for a grant worth £25,000.  

For all businesses who occupy business premises and qualify for Small Business Rate Relief (i.e. business 
premises with a rateable value less than £15,000), you will be eligible for a grant worth £10,000. Funding will 
be provided to local authorities in early April by the Government along with guidance on how the scheme will 
operate.   

If you pay your business rates by Direct Debit, you do not need to do anything as payment will be made directly 
into your bank account if you are eligible. We understand that payments are now being processed and are 
expected to be with businesses within the coming days.    
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If you do not pay your business rates by Direct Debit and you are eligible for the grant, you must register your 
details and provide bank account details online. Once registered, your details will be checked and if everything 
is in order, the grant payment will be sent directly to your bank account as soon as possible.  To register your 
details online, please follow the link to the online form here.  https://www.covid-
19smallbusinessgrants.economy-ni.gov.uk/  

 

Rates  

For the next three months (i.e. April, May and June 2020), businesses will pay zero rates as part of a £100 
million rates package to assist businesses in Northern Ireland affected by Covid19. This will be shown as a 25% 
discount on the annual rate bill for business ratepayers. Again, this will be relevant if your Parish pays 
commercial rates as a result of the operation of a business such as a café or tourist shop on your premises. 

The Government is also deferring issuing any rates bills (domestic and non-domestic) from April 2020 until 
June 2020.   

 

Loans  

The Government have put in place the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme. However, the advice 
to parishes remains that it is not advisable for parishes to fund parish activities or projects by way of loans.  

 

Income Tax Deferral NI  

If you are within the Self-Assessment system, any Income Tax payments due on 31 July 2020 under the Self-
Assessment system will be deferred to 31 January 2021.  The payment deferral is automatic with no 
applications required. No penalties or interest for late payment will be charged in the deferral period. If you 
are still able to pay your second payment on account on 31 July 2020 and wish to do so, you can still make this 
payment.   

It is understood that this Income Tax deferral will apply to Church of Ireland Clergy who fall within the Self-
Assessment system. 

 

 

Microbusiness Hardship Fund 

A Microbusiness Hardship Fund was announced on May 5th for businesses that had not benefitted from other 
schemes available.  Charities are specifically excluded in the eligibility criteria.  However, it is expected that 
charities will be available for a separate fund of £15 million coming from the Department for Communities.  

 

COVID-19 Charities Fund 

A £15.5m COVID-19 Charities Fund has been opened to provide grant awards to meet unavoidable costs for 
charities which have exhausted all other avenues of support and are facing imminent closure. 
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The funding programme is administered by The National Lottery Community Fund and provides financial 
support to charities who: 

 Have lost income due to the impact of COVID-19 and 
 Are unable to cover unavoidable costs until 30 September 2020. 

Detailed information on the funding programme, including eligibility 
criteria, application process and evidence required to apply can be 
found here. https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/covid-19-charities-
fund Please, read the guidance carefully, before applying.   

 

Further information is available on The National Lottery Community Fund webpage, where you can access 
the online application form: 
www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/funding/programmes/covid-19-charities-fund(external link opens in a new 
window / tab) Use the eligibility check at the start of the application to help you find out whether you are 
eligible to apply. 

There is also a very useful webinar put together by NICVA which can be accessed here: 
https://www.nicva.org/article/covid-19-charities-fund-live-event  

 

If you are eligible you can continue completing the application form and submit the required documentation 
to support your application. 

You will be asked to provide some evidence to support your application including a copy of your latest bank 
statement, most recent annual/draft accounts and you’ll need to complete a financial overview template 
giving some detail of how your income and expenditure has been affected by the impact of COVID-19. 

 

The Fund is limited and will only be able to provide funding for costs that are unavoidable, so it is important 
to think about what you can do or have already done to reduce your expenditure.  This fund will not be able 
to fund new programme activity or costs associated with on-going activity that could be suspended. If 
demand is high, priority will be given to those charities that communities rely on the most to deliver essential 
services and to ensuring equitable distribution. This funding will be distributed as a one-off payment and is 
intended to cover a shortfall of unavoidable costs from 1 April to 30 September 2020.  

 

Faith based charities can apply as long as they meet the eligibility criteria as outlined on the webpages 
above.  The COVID-19 Charities Fund will be open for receipt of applications for a 4-week period until 10 July 
2020. 
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Appendix 1: UK Labour Relations Agency - Sample furlough letter  

The sample furlough letter below can be customised to meet the needs of the business.  

[Employer - Letter Headed Notepaper] 

 [Date]  

[Employee’s Name] 

 [Employee’s Address]  

  

Dear [first name]  

Temporary Furlough Leave – Proposed Changes to your Contract of Employment 

Following our meeting/announcement on [date], you will be aware that due to the ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic and the current restrictions which the government has imposed, [insert name of employer] is 
unable to operate the business as normal. For the foreseeable future we are [operating on a reduced 
capacity] or [have temporarily ceased all operations].  

If the information is available, it may be appropriate to provide more detail specific to your organisation’s 
circumstances.  Some businesses will have to close completely on a temporary basis, meaning that all 
employees will be furloughed.  Other organisations may operate on a reduced capacity, with some 
employees furloughed and others continuing to work.  

It may be helpful to provide some background information about the scheme and support available.  

Set out clearly the proposed changes to the contract of employment. It is important to inform and consult 
with appropriate representatives (eg trade unions/employee representatives) of the proposals.  

Your post will be furloughed with effect from [insert relevant date] for an initial period of [three months] 
although this period may be extended or curtailed subject to the (three week minimum period) as the 
need arises. In agreeing to be classified as a furloughed worker, you will be placed on a period of 
temporary leave.  During this period you will remain employed by us and kept on the payroll, but you are 
not required to attend your usual workplace or carry out any work on our behalf.  Continuity of service 
will be preserved.  This action is being taken on a temporary basis and is an alternative to lay-off or 
redundancy as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic.  You will resume paid employment at the end of the 
furloughed period.  

During the furlough you will be paid at the rate of [insert pay rate] per [confirm relevant pay period].  Tax, 
National Insurance contributions and any other statutory deductions will be deducted in the usual way, 
and your salary will be payable on the normal monthly payment date, directly into your bank or building 
society account.  

Make sure that the employee receives at least 80% of their normal pay, or £2,500 per month, whichever 
amount is lower.  Remember that you are allowed to increase the amount paid to an employee by topping 
up the amount provided by the CJRS grant, though you do not have to.  
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If your salary is reduced as a result of being furloughed, you may be eligible for support through the 
welfare system, including Universal Credit.  For more information, see https://www.gov.uk/universal-
credit   

You will continue to accrue holiday in the normal way while on furlough leave.  

We do not yet know when the temporary period of furlough will come to an end.  We will review the 
situation by [insert date] and update you at that point.  

You are not required to undertake any work during this period of furlough leave.   Please ensure [insert 
name of line manager] has up to date contact details for you so that you may be contacted during this 
period via the following methods: [insert contact methods here] (except during any periods taken as 
holiday in the usual way).  In circumstances, where the Government find it necessary to refine aspects of 
the Scheme, we will keep you informed of these changes.    

Consider the most appropriate method of staying in contact with furloughed employees, remembering 
that not everyone will have access to email or social media.  You should not require an employee to check 
work emails as they will not be undertaking any work.  

  

If you provide a welfare service or employee assistance programme, remind the employee that they will 
continue to be able to access these services while on furlough leave. 

Inform the employee that the remaining terms of his/her contract of employment will be unaffected by 
the changes.  

Insert details reminding employees of particular key clauses in their contracts which will continue to apply, 
such as confidentiality and restrictive covenants.  

If you agree to these changes, please indicate your acceptance by signing and returning the enclosed copy 
of this letter to [insert name] by [date]. The changes shall be immediately effective from the date of your 
signature. You should keep your signed copy of this letter safe, together with your Contract, which shall 
be amended by this letter.  

Thank you for your contribution to the organisation.  If you need to contact me, it is best to do this by 
[insert appropriate method here, e.g. telephone or email].  

Please continue to take measures to protect yourself during the period of this pandemic.  I look forward 
to your return to work.  

Yours sincerely 

 [insert name] 


