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INITIATIVES TO TACKLE POVERTY FROM THE CHURCH IN WALES

1. Why is the Church involved?

The Bible arguably has more to say about money than about any other topic impacting on our
daily lives.  The Hebrew Bible provides detailed instructions about trading practices, loans, 
tithing, Jubilee (freeing slaves and cancelling debts), property transactions, fair treatment of 
workers, and poor relief (such as leaving the edges of the fields for gleaners).  The New 
Testament opens with the radical Magnificat, and continues with numerous references to ‘the 
poor you have always with you’ – in the encouragement of practical action, in powerful 
metaphors about debt, in Jesus’ own identification with the poor and destitute (‘inasmuch as 
you did it to the least of these...’) – and shows, in the Book of Acts, how the early church held 
its property in common and provided for the needy.

As Christianity spread, the tradition of serving the poor developed from the monastic provision
of hospitality, healthcare and education, to church-led charitable institutions and initiatives – 
many of which, in Britain, paved the way for the welfare state, and continue to meet needs 
today.  

The GB is invited to consider some of the ways in which the Church in Wales can address 
poverty and disadvantage, following the call of scripture.  This includes what we do with our 
money, the stewardship of our resources, and how we use our spending power – as well as 
practical projects of all kinds, which are in evidence in almost every parish across the 
Province.  

2. The Churches Mutual Credit Union

The Church in Wales has a history of supporting credit unions – from the sponsorship of a 
Development Worker in 1998, to members and churches who are involved today as 
volunteers, directors, or in providing premises.  

The Churches’ Mutual Credit Union (CMCU), launched on February 11 2015, is open to eligible 
members of Anglican churches in Britain (as well as to the Church of Scotland and the 
Methodist Church).  Like all credit unions, it is a member-owned savings and loan co-
operative, regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority.  At present it is open to clergy and 
church workers, ordinands, accredited lay ministers, staff of church-related organisations, and 
trustees – including PCC members.  Parishes may also join, as organisations.  In future, 
membership may be opened to everyone who belongs to a participating church. 

People may join any credit union whose ‘common bond’ they fall into – whether based on 
where they live, their occupation, or some other association; and it is possible to be a member
of more than one.  Establishing the CMCU will bring the benefits of affordable credit and 
responsible saving to even more people, and will make a practical demonstration of the wider 
church’s commitment to overcoming problems caused by high-interest lending.  By attracting 
a wide range of members from all income brackets, it aims to strengthen the credit union 
movement. 

3. Becoming a Fair Trade Province 

At the GB meeting in April 2012, the Church in Wales committed itself to becoming a Fair 
Trade Province.  This means that 70% of churches need to pledge themselves to serving only 
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Fair Trade tea and coffee at church meetings and functions, and raising awareness of Fair 
Trade in other ways.  The target date to achieve this was set for April 2015.  

Buying products with the Fairtrade mark ensures that producers are fairly treated with respect
to profit share, wages, conditions, safety, women’s rights; environmental standards are met; 
and a proportion of the price we pay is allocated to investment in the producer community – 
which, nowadays, may include business education as well as building schools or medical 
facilities in producer areas.

At mid-March 2015, an average of 65% of churches across the Province have committed 
themselves to Fair Trade – with scores ranging from 93% in Bangor, to 54% in St Davids.  St 
Asaph (76%) and Llandaff (70%) have also cleared the bar; Monmouth stands at 57% and 
Swansea and Brecon at 56%.  (NB – it is the Provincial average figure that counts – although it
would be best if each Diocese could achieve 70%.)  As well as drinking tea and coffee, Fair 
Trade activities across the Province have included coffee mornings, cake competitions, wine-
tasting, lectures, fairs, stalls, Fair Trade Sunday with themed services, and a strong Fair Trade 
presence at conferences – including The Time is Now in Llandudno, November 2014.  

Fully updated figures for churches signing up will be available at the GB.  We hope that by 
World Fair Trade Day on March 9, it will be possible to announce that Fair Trade Province status
has been reached.

4. Practical Action 

Churches at local level are keenly aware of the needs of their communities, and respond in a 
huge variety of ways.  Services and projects range from volunteer-run self-help activities to 
stand-alone projects employing paid staff.  Many aim explicitly to address the problems of 
poverty and disadvantage; others are designed (amongst many other things) to alleviate 
loneliness, raise self-esteem, or encourage better family life – all of which are impacted by 
lack of means and the resulting stress.  An immense amount of volunteer time, help in kind, 
premises, local fund-raising and grant support is attracted by church and church-related 
projects, and makes a considerable impact on the fabric of life in Wales.  

Some projects will be mentioned in a presentation in response to the GB motion, and there 
will be an opportunity to highlight other initiatives too.  These will represent merely the tip of 
the iceberg – and GB members may recognise in the random examples below, similar 
activities to those in their own parishes.

FOODBANKS CHILDCARE JOB CLUBS IT TRAINING 
DEBT ADVICE FOOD CO-OPS WORK EXPERIENCE COOKERY CLASSES
SUPPORTED HOUSING CREDIT UNIONS HOLIDAY CLUBS JOB PREPARATION 

SKILLS
ARTS AND MUSIC BREAKFAST CLUBS NIGHT SHELTERS MONEY

MANAGEMENT 
COMMUNITY

LUNCHES

5. Campaigning

Practical action is essential, but it is also important to expose and confront the causes of 
poverty and disadvantage at policy level.  Numerous individuals and churches take part in 
lobbying; church members at all levels write to newspapers and champion causes in the 
media; project leaders and church leaders engage in fora at national and local level.  The 
Church in Wales works with strategic organisations such as Christian Aid, Oxfam, and Citizens 
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UK to strengthen the challenge to policies and circumstances that keep people in poverty.  
Amongst other recent initiatives, the Church in Wales has submitted responses to the Welsh 
Government consultation on child poverty; produced (in partnership with Oxfam) a Welsh 
edition of the report Truth and Lies About Poverty by the Joint Public Issues Team (Methodist, 
Baptist, URC and Church of Scotland); and worked with JPIT on Time to Rethink Benefit 
Sanctions (Welsh edition to be launched this month).

Drawing on its record of engagement with communities in every part of Wales, the Church in 
Wales can claim the right to address policy-makers as well as to support people at grass-roots 
level.

Revd Canon Carol Wardman
Bishops’ Adviser for Church and Society 
March 2015
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