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Christ Church Financial Update (17 July 2020) 
 
Dear Members of the House 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic represents a huge challenge for all of us. Like so many other institutions, 
Christ Church has been significantly affected, both operationally and financially.  I am writing to describe 
some of our responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and, in particular, to explain the financial challenges 
which the pandemic poses for the House and describe the measures we are taking to mitigate them. We 
believe that this degree of transparency is important for all our people. 
 
As you will be aware from Christ Church e-Matters and our other communications, the House responded 
with alacrity to the pandemic. Students were advised to go home by the end of 9th Week in Hilary Term 
and staff began to work from home on 23 March. Christ Church has been eerily quiet during lockdown 
with about 30 students living in the curtilage, mainly graduates and students unable to go home for a 
variety of reasons, as well as other residents in canonries and so on. The Welfare Team has been actively 
supporting students on site and at a distance. The Cathedral closed on 17 March, but a limited number of 
services have now resumed on strict social distancing principles. A number of services have also taken 
place on Microsoft Teams with significant virtual congregations. Both the Cathedral Choir and the all-
girl Frideswide’s Voices have been rehearsing virtually, whilst the Cathedral School taught Trinity Term 
online with all classes live. 
 
Our primary focus has been on our students, pupils and staff. Trinity Term saw all teaching, lectures, 
seminars or tutorials and vital revision classes conducted virtually. Whilst there have been the inevitable 
teething problems, tutors and students alike report that they have been successful and effective. Junior 
members have been hugely appreciative of the efforts made across both college and University, and senior 
members are thankful for the robust technology that today allows them to sustain contact in the 
pandemic in a way that would not have been possible even a decade ago. Sadly the Commem Ball has had 
to be postponed by a year, but we fervently hope that there can be a celebration at the House for this 
year’s leavers once lockdown is lifted sufficiently. We are acutely aware that for most undergraduates their 
university career culminates, both intellectually and socially, in the last few months of their final year. We 
are deeply sorry for our 2020 graduates that this has all had to take place at a distance. 
 
Whilst our academic staff have been working even harder than usual, grappling with new ways of 
teaching, administrative staff – senior and less senior – have been focusing on keeping the college safe. A 
significant number of our administrative staff have been able to work from home, but we have furloughed 
about 170 staff, whose jobs, mainly in catering and cleaning, have been rendered impossible by the 
lockdown. No-one has been laid off. Managers have been at pains to keep in touch with all their team 
members and we have provided access to professional support for those suffering from stress or other 
mental health issues. We are currently planning how to bring our staff back to St Aldate’s in a safe and 
efficient way.  
 
We have also sought to enhance our involvement in the wider Oxford community. We have maintained 
our support of IntoUniversity Oxford South East, which has continued to help disadvantaged children 
whilst they have studied at home during the pandemic, many without access to space or equipment to 
support home learning. IntoUniversity’s summary of research into the impacts of COVID-19 on young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds can be found at: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Dp9dJS0v7eujbydo6au2U9ajPcsr-pZZ/view 
 
We have also given financial support to Oxford Mutual Aid, a grass roots community support group that 
has helped vulnerable people in Oxford and we have provided direct assistance to key NHS workers and 
other public authorities in Oxford.  This has included the provision of free  accommodation in the college 
to a number of NHS workers. 
 
Christ Church Meadow has remained open throughout the crisis, providing much needed outdoor space 
to Oxford residents, for which we have received considerable plaudits.    
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Dp9dJS0v7eujbydo6au2U9ajPcsr-pZZ/view
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The financial impact 
 
Christ Church operates on a broadly breakeven basis, relying for a little over half its income on spending 
from the endowment, the so-called ‘endowment return’. When our income is reduced by unforeseen 
circumstances, as we are currently experiencing, the effect drops straight through to the bottom line. This 
time last year, we adopted a budget for the year to 31 July 2020 predicting income before endowment 
return of £16.2m; endowment return of £16.6m; and a deficit of £1.4m before reserve adjustments, 
resulting in a £0.2m increase to £3.9m in the debt borrowed from the endowment. Of this debt, £3.7m 
represented investments in shared equity and other property in Oxford occupied by Students and the 
balance is cumulative shortfall in income. The endowment charges ‘corporate’ interest of 7% on this loan 
to compensate for the investment opportunity cost. 
 
As a direct result of the pandemic, we are now forecasting a £2.9m reduction in income for the year to 31 
July 2020, an unchanged endowment return (calculated on the historic 5-year average value of the 
endowment) and, after reducing costs by £2.2m, including a £1.1m deferral of capital spending on our 
buildings, we are estimating a £2.1m deficit before reserve adjustments and a £0.7m increase in the debt to 
the endowment to a total of £4.3m.  
 
Which income streams have been particularly affected? 
 
With very few students in residence in Trinity Term 2020, residential income is forecast to have fallen by 
almost a third or £0.9m against budget to £2.2m. Conference income is off two-fifths, or £1.4m, at £2.1m 
reflecting the loss of our June and July business. Similarly, Visitor income is forecast to fall 44% or £1.2m 
to £1.8m. Including furlough income to June, we have saved £2.0m in overheads.  
 
Every year in Hilary Term, Christ Church prepares a 5-year financial plan to assist longer term strategic 
planning, particularly expenditure on building maintenance and refurbishment. Last term before the 
pandemic, we were forecasting for 2020/21 total income of £34.3m, a deficit before reserve movements of 
£0.5m and a reduction in the loan from the endowment of £1.0m to £2.9m.  
 
The pandemic has of course put paid to this rosy picture and has made predicting the future more of a 
guesstimate than a forecast. Indeed the Bank of England is not sufficiently confident that the numbers it 
has run constitute what they would call a forecast, but the Bank is certainly indicating the most 
challenging UK economic conditions since the end of the Second World War and even comparable to the 
Great Depression nearly a century ago. 
 
Against this background, and the uncertainty surrounding the virus itself, it is very hard to be confident 
of any assumptions! 
 
2020/21 Budget 
 
For Christ Church, the principal variables are first when (and how many) students will return to residence 
in the Autumn and second the value of the endowment at 31 July 2020. Our base case assumes all students 
return in October 2020.  
 
Our first draft of the budget, with expenditure assumptions largely unchanged from the 5-year plan and 
an unchanged value for the endowment at 31 July 2020, saw a £3.4m negative movement in the deficit 
before reserve movements and a £2.2m increase in the loan from the endowment to £6.4m.  
 
This outcome was not acceptable in an environment where student return, conference business and 
Visitor income could even be delayed for the rest of the academic year and the stock market could have 
taken another dive in the following couple of months. 
 
In that context, we decided to delay capital expenditure amounting to £2.2m from 2020/21 to 2021/2022, 
mainly the refurbishment of Canterbury staircases 1 & 2, seek economies of 10% in discretionary 
expenditure and assume a nil cost of living increase for the year. We also decided to assume a conservative 



 3 

15% reduction in endowment value at the year end, reducing forecast endowment return by about £0.5m 
to £17.1m.  
 
The net result of these changes was to reduce the deficit by £2.8m and provide a reduction in the loan 
from the endowment of £0.5m to £3.9m, just £0.2m more than the opening position at 1 August 2019. 
We will assess, re-evaluate and make any necessary adjustments later in the course of the financial year 
2020/21 as the picture becomes clearer. For example, the outcome of discussions with our insurers may 
result in a Business Interruption payout of up to £1m. 
 
The Christ Church Treasury has not been inactive during lockdown. Property represents about half the 
endowment. We are currently pursuing a range of development opportunities in the rural portfolio with, 
for example, a virtual Local Plan ‘Examination in Public’ currently underway including the possible 
allocation on Christ Church land of 1,100 houses near Headington in South Oxfordshire District. Last 
year we purchased the head lease of Beaver House, the former Blackwell’s HQ in Hythe Bridge Street, 
Oxford, creating a development opportunity in half a dozen years or so, for which we are beginning to 
plan. However, these are opportunities where any return will be over the medium term. 
 
In the shorter term, 40% of the endowment is invested in the fund managed by Oxford University 
Endowment Management (“OUem”). On an unaudited basis, OUem indicates that the total return from 
1 August 2019 to 31 May 2020 was -2.1%. We also took a 4% dividend during that period.  
 
Christ Church recognises that we are trying to take decisions in a world of substantial uncertainty and 
open questions. Will there be a significant number of local spikes of subsequent infection? When will we 
have access to low cost and easily available vaccines and serological immunity testing? How confident will 
we be in re-starting research, undergraduate and graduate education and what implications will this have 
for our operational methods? 
 
We are taking firm steps today to manage our risks, but we will also want to monitor the development of 
the virus over time to measure the effectiveness of our resumption of activities and try to avoid under or 
over-reacting to the pandemic. 
 
Our financial position is therefore uncertain, but we believe that the House is positioned prudently and 
cautiously to weather a range of negative outcomes and well placed to spring back fully once, and if, the 
virus has been tamed. 
 
James Lawrie 
Treasurer 
17 July 2020 
 
 
 
          
 
   
 
 


