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Chapter 15 

ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEWS 
AND DISSENTERS’ COMPLAINTS 

 
Explanatory note 

Church law differs from secular law concerning the meaning of the word 
“review”. In secular law if a question of irregularity of procedure is to be raised, 
the proceedings are on “review”, whereas if it is claimed that a lower Court gave 
a decision against the weight of the evidence or not in accordance with the law, 
the proceedings are on “appeal”. In Church law, however, irregularity of 
procedure, the weight of the evidence and questions of law are all reasons for an 
“appeal”. (See para 18.110.) 

The procedures of review and appeal may sometimes result in outcomes which 
are similar in certain respects; but the aims of the two procedures are different 
and the procedures themselves are also different. The aim of an Administrative 
Review is to improve the administrative efficiency of whatever part of the Church 
is under consideration. There is no alleged “misconduct” and no one alleged to 
have misconducted himself/herself in Administrative Reviews as there would be, 
for instance, in a disciplinary hearing. For example, the severance of a pastoral 
tie or removal from office of Elders or members of the relevant financial 
authority can result from an Administrative Review or from a disciplinary 
hearing. There may also, for example, be a review to consider a possible failure 
to give adequate leadership, which is a subject far removed from the aims and 
procedures of a disciplinary hearing. The aims of an appeal are set out in the 
Manual section dealing with appeals. (See paras 18.1 and 18.4.) 

The nature of the proceedings is also different. Proceedings which lead to 
decisions which are subject to review are administrative. For example, there may 
have been a general enquiry into the state of a Congregation or of part of it, 
such as the Session, to ascertain whether or not everything is satisfactory. This 
does not involve, as the proceedings in the Chapter on Discipline do, the 
appointment of a “Representative” to take part in a hearing concerning an 
“alleged offender”. What it involves is an enquiry into the general spiritual and/or 
administrative health of the part of the Church in question, and into the quality 
of the leadership given by its leaders. 

Section 1 - REVIEWS 

15.1 A Review is a procedure to correct, or change, or otherwise improve an 
administrative decision of a Council. A person who requests a Review is 
said to be an applicant. Applications for review may be made to the Clerk 
of the council in writing within 15 (fifteen) days of the decision being 
recorded in a confirmed Minute of the body in question. 

Applications for Review are to be sent within fifteen days of the decision 
being recorded in approved or confirmed Minutes of the body in question 
(whichever is the earlier) to the Clerk of the Administrative Review Panel 
which is being requested to hear the Review. Applications which have to 
be in writing may be delivered by hand and a receipt therefor obtained; 
or sent by e-mail or fax, provided that the addressee acknowledges 
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receipt in writing, eg by return e-mail or fax; or sent by registered post. A 
copy is to be sent to the Clerk of the Council which took the decision in 
question. 

15.1A  Throughout this Chapter 15 “day” or “days” means the days of the week 
excluding Saturdays and Sundays and, in relation to any step to be taken 
or procedural requirement to be complied with by a party, excluding 
public holidays of the country in which such party is located. 

15.1B  An Administrative Review Panel may on application or affidavit by any 
party in pending proceedings and on good cause shown extend any 
prescribed time period on such terms and conditions as it deems fit. Such 
application may be made before or afgter expiry of the time period in 
question. 

15.2 Any enrolled member of a Congregation has a right to request the 
Session to review any decision of the body administering the financial 
affairs of the Congregation. Any enrolled member also has the right to 
request the Session to review any decision of any organisation within the 
Congregation which is responsible to the Session, if the applicant is 
directly affected by the decision. 

15.3 Any enrolled member of a Congregation within the boundaries of a 
Presbytery has the right to request The Administrative Review Panel of 
the Presbytery to review any decision of the Session. 

15.4 Any enrolled member of a Congregation within the boundaries of a 
Presbytery, or any Session of such a Congregation directly affected by a 
decision of that Presbytery, has the right to request the Administrative 
Review Panel of the Synod, or, if there is no Synod, of the General 
Assembly, to review a decision of the Presbytery. The same right is given 
to any enrolled member or Session or any Presbytery within the 
boundaries of a Synod, to request the Administrative Review Panel of 
General Assembly to review a decision of the Synod. 

15.4.A No Council of the Church may pressure an applicant who has made 
application for review to withdraw his/her application, either by threat or 
otherwise, prior to the Administrative Review Panel's hearing of the 
pending application. This rule applies inter alia to any Council whose 
decision is to be subjected to review. 

15.5 The Reviews referred to in this Manual are ones of serious intent. An 
Administrative Review Panel may decide not to hear any Review which it 
considers to be one which has no reasonable prospect of success or is 
trivial. The decision not to hear a Review on these grounds may, itself, be 
taken on review to The Administrative Review Panel of the next higher 
Council. Applications for Review are to be sent within twenty-one days of 
the decision being recorded in approved or confirmed Minutes of the body 
in question (whichever is the earlier) to the Clerk of the Administrative 
Review Panel which is being requested to hear the Review. Applications 
which have to be in writing may be delivered by hand and a receipt 
therefor obtained; or sent by e-mail or fax, provided that the addressee 
acknowledges receipt in writing, eg by return e-mail or fax; or sent by 
registered post. A copy is to be sent to the Clerk of the Council which took 
the decision in question. 
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Section 2 – THE STRUCTURE OF ADMINISTRATIVE 
REVIEW PANELS 

15.6 When a Session exercises its administrative review functions, it meets as 
a Council in the ordinary way. 

15.7 Presbyteries, Synods and the General Assembly exercise their 
administrative review functions through their Administrative Review 
Panels, which are structured in the same way as their Courts in Section 4 
of the Chapter on Discipline, and the rules in that Section apply with the 
necessary changes. There is one exception: General Assembly’s 
Administrative Review Panel always has ten members (including the 
Convener and the Clerk or his/her deputy) and the quorum is seven. 
Hence the number of members elected by the General Assembly at each 
stated meeting, to serve on the Administrative Review Panel is four 
Ministers and four Elders. The number of alternates remains the same, 
namely three Ministers as alternates to the Ministers and three Elders as 
alternates to the Elders. 

15.8 The Ministers and Elders elected to Administrative Review Panels may be, 
but are not necessarily, the same as those elected to Courts. 

15.9 The various Councils exercise their administrative review functions 
through Administrative Review Panels, whose decisions are final unless 
those decisions have to be sent to the Administrative Review Panel of the 
next higher Council for further review in terms of para 15.14 below. A 
Council that has established an Administrative Review Panel may not, 
itself, review the decisions of its Administrative Review Panel. 

Section 3 – THE JURISDICTION OF ADMINISTRATIVE 
REVIEW PANELS 

15.10 A Presbytery’s Administrative Review Panel has jurisdiction over all 
administrative decisions of Sessions and Stewardship Boards of the 
Congregations within its boundaries, and of groups over whose 
administration the Sessions have jurisdiction. 

15.11 A Synod’s Administrative Review Panel has jurisdiction over all 
administrative decisions of its constituent Presbyteries, and bodies which 
are responsible to those Presbyteries. 

15.12 General Assembly’s Administrative Review Panel has jurisdiction over 
every administrative decision made within the Church, whether by a 
Session, Presbytery or Synod, or by a Committee, including any 
Committee of General Assembly, or by an association recognized by the 
Church, or a council office bearer. In the interests of equity and fairness 
the General Assembly’s Administrative Review Panel may review any 
administrative decision except decisions of the General Assembly or of the 
Executive Commission. 

15.13 Although Presbyteries, Synods and the General Assembly have 
jurisdiction over all administrative decisions of Councils of lower rank, 
they normally exercise this only on complaint or application for review. 

Section 4 – PROCEDURE CONCERNING DISSENTERS’ COMPLAINTS 
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AND APPLICATIONS FOR REVIEW 

15.14 A dissenter may require that the decision, from which he/she dissents, be 
sent to the Administrative Review Panel of the next higher Council for 
review. The procedure is known as a Complaint. 

15.15 A Complaint must be presented immediately after the announcement of 
the decision and be accompanied by reasons in writing. The reasons may 
either be submitted by the complainant at the time, or reach the Clerk of 
the Council within fifteen days thereafter. An apology for absence which 
has been approved, does not give the right to complain. 

15.16 Other members of the Council who are present, or whose absence results 
from having to attend to duties imposed upon them by their own or 
another Council, may associate themselves with a Complaint, either for 
the reasons given by the complainant or for other reasons given in writing 
by themselves, provided these reach the Clerk of the Council within 
fifteen days after delivery of the reasons.  

15.17 A complaint may be withdrawn at any time and is regarded as abandoned 
if the reasons do not reach the Clerk within fifteen days, or if it is not 
pursued at the meeting of the higher Council’s Administrative Review 
Panel at which it is to be considered, and of which the Clerk of the 
Administrative Review Panel has given the complainant notice.  

15.18.1  A Council against whose decision a complainant or applicant for a 
review has duly given reasons for the complaint or review delivers a 
Response within fifteen days of the delivery of such reasons. This is a 
concise statement of the Council's answer to the complainant's or 
applicant's reasons and of the Council's own case.  

15.18.2  The complainant or applicant, within fifteen days of the Council’s 
Response, delivers a Reply which is limited to a concise statement of 
the complainant's or applicant's answer to the Council's case. 

15.18.3 The Council appoints one or more of its members to appear before the 
Administrative Review Panel of the higher Council in support of its 
decision.  

15.19 The Council against whose decision complainants or applicants for a 
review have taken proceedings must send to the higher Council’s 
Administrative Review Panel all relevant records and papers. 

15.19 Complainants and applicants for review are entitled to such extracts from 
the minutes of the lower Council and to copies of such papers as they 
consider necessary to enable them to state their complaint or case for 
review before the higher Council’s Administrative Review Panel which 
shall be provided by th Clerk of the lower Council within fifteen days of 
such a request being received. 

15.20 Having received an application for review, the higher Council’s 
Administrative Review Panel, may decide whether there is a reasonable 
prospect of the review succeeding. If, in the opinion of the Panel, there is 
clearly no such reasonable prospect, the Secretary of the Panel informs 
the complainants or applicants accordingly. If in the opinion of the Panel 
there is such a reasonable prospect, the Secretary of the Panel orders the 
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complainants or applicants for review, or their appointed representatives, 
and the representatives of the Council, against whose decision the 
complaint or application for review is made, to appear before it at a 
specified time and place on a specified date. It may, in its discretion, also 
order any other members of the Church to appear. It may invite, but not 
order, persons who are not members of the Church to appear as well. 

15.21 A Complaint or Application for Review suspends the proceedings of the 
lower Council in the matter awaiting review by the higher Council’s 
Administrative Review Panel, unless the lower Council considers that 
there is no reasonable prospect of the complaint or Application for Review 
succeeding, or that the suspension of the proceedings would, in itself, 
damage the interests of any of the parties, in which case the Council 
records its opinion and may proceed to put its decision into effect. The 
lower Council, however, does so at its own risk, as the Complaint or 
Application for Review must still go forward. 

15.22 In dealing with Complaints or Applications for Review an Administrative 
Review Panel 
(a)  calls for relevant papers and minutes and hears a statement on the 

matter from its Clerk; 
(b)  calls all parties in the complaint or review and ascertains that those 

who have been ordered to appear, are present; 
(c)  hears the complainant or applicant or their appointed 

representatives; the appointed representative(s) of the Council 
against whose decision the complaint has been made; together 
with any other persons whom it may have ordered to appear; 

(d)  gives the members of the Panel, through the Convener, an 
opportunity of putting questions to the parties; 

(e)  hears a complainant or applicant who desires to exercise the right 
of reply; 

(f)  removes the complainant or applicant for review and others, or if 
convenient, retires to another venue, considers the matter and 
reaches a decision; 

(g)  recalls the parties or returns to the place where the matter was 
heard, and announces the decision; 

(h)  orders a copy of the decision to be sent to the Clerk of the Council 
concerned, and to the complainant or applicant. 

Section 5 – IMPLEMENTATION OF THE DECISION OF A PANEL 
15.23 If it appears that a decision of an Administrative Review Panel is not 

being, or has not been, implemented the Convener of the Panel may 
request the appointment of a General assembly Commission in terms 
of paragraph 10.41(f) to see to it that the decision of the Panel is duly 
implemented.
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APPENDIX 
Administrative Review Worksheet 

[(*) denotes delete that which is not applicable] 

The Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa 

The Administrative Review Panel of General Assembly / Synod / 
Presbytery * of 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1. APPLICATION FOR REVIEW OR COMPLAINT* 

The Session / Presbytery / Synod * of ………………… [name] at its meeting on 
………………………. [date] made the following decision  

Insert here the extract of the confirmed minute of the Council concerned 
indicating the decision made that you wish to have reviewed or about which you 
wish to complain or attach it to this document: 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Full Names of Applicant / Complainant: ……………………………………………………………….. 

ID Number: ............................................................................................... 

Residential address: ……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Postal address: ……………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Tel no: Home and work: ………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Fax Number: …………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Cell Number: …………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

* a) In the case of an application for review:  

“I warrant that I have been warned by the Presbytery that bringing an 
application for review lightly or maliciously is a serious matter. I am a 
communicant member of a congregation in good standing of the UPCSA. I 
understand that this application must be presented within 21 days of the 
decision being recorded or confirmed."  

* b) In the case of a complaint: 

“I dissented from the above-mentioned decision and my dissent is recorded in 
the minutes of the Council. I warrant that I have been warned by the Presbytery 
that bringing a complaint lightly or maliciously is a serious matter. I am a 
communicant member of a congregation in good standing of the UPCSA. I 
understand that this application must be presented within 10 days of the 
decision being recorded or confirmed.” 

……………………………………………………………  ………………………… 
Signature      Date 

……………………………………………. (Congregation) 


