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Introduction
In 2020, as work on Project Welcome was nearing completion, it became apparent that the
Parsonage, located at 2 Commons, across the street from the church, needed more attention.
The building’s condition showed the wear of decades of deferred maintenance. It had not
housed a pastor in over twenty years and would require extensive renovations to do so again.
Given its state and the growing preference of today’s generation of pastors to build equity in a
home that they own, the parsonage was unlikely to serve that purpose again anytime soon.
The large, six bedroom, three story house is leased to one tenant. The building is otherwise
underutilized and empty and does not produce enough income to defray the expenses of
upkeep. To examine possibilities of how the building could be put to better use, the Board of
Trustees formed a Facilities Committee to study various reuse scenarios and make a
recommendation to the Board and to the Congregation of what course of action might best
serve the church in the future.
Because the Parsonage occupies a corner parcel of land shared with the Thrift Shop (as well as
a shared septic system and well), and because the Thrift Shop building is also in dire need of
attention, the scope of the committee was expanded to address the Thrift Shop’s needs also.
Members of the Facilities Committee include Board of Trustees Chair Mary Suttell, previous
Board Chair and Finance Committee Interim Chair Tom Schmitt, Buildings and Grounds
Committee Chair Cameron Church, Thrift Shop Committee member Shirley Hardison,
Moderator Chris Killenberg, church members Al Lees, Sean Mullaney, Carter Wilkie, and Rev.
Rebecca Floyd Marshall. Louise Goodman served on the committee while Treasurer.
The findings of this report reflect more than two years of investigation, research and analysis by
the committee. Initial findings were shared with the congregation at the annual meeting held in
early 2021 and also in an information session held in the vestry after worship on May 1, 2022.
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Current state of Parsonage
The Parsonage is a six bedroom home with eight fireplaces, containing 4,124 square feet of
living area: 1,522 sf on the first and second floors and 1,080 sf on the third floor, which is
unheated and uninsulated. Built in 1824, its architectural style reflects the early 19th century
transition from Federal style to Greek Revival style architecture. The interior retains its
distinctive period historic features of wide pine floors, millwork, wooden double hung windows
and casements, original staircase and doors. Located at the very center of town, it is one of the
most visible historic houses in all of Little Compton. It is zoned for a six bedroom residence. Its
location in the Commons business district would permit its conversion to nonresidential uses.
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Parsonage reuse scenarios examined
The committee examined the following potential scenarios for future use of the Parsonage:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

new space for the Thrift Shop
affordable housing units for low/moderate income tenants
market rate rental apartments
market rate condominium units
commercial office space for lease
sell at market rate to a buyer to restore as a single family home

New space for Thrift Shop
Moving the Thrift Shop into the Parsonage would be more complex and costly than initially
assumed. Fire codes would limit retail use of the building to the first floor only. Measuring 1,522
square feet in floor area, the first floor is actually smaller than the existing Thrift Shop, 1,582 sf.
The cost to rehab the Parsonage for the Thrift Shop is estimated in the range of $250,000 to
$300,000. This estimate includes approximately $125,000 to dig out the basement crawl space,
install a new foundation and reinforce the subfloor under the first floor; another $100,000 for
exterior repairs (including carpentry, historic window rehabilitation/reconstruction, paint, roof
repairs and landscaping), and the cost to upgrade bathrooms, remove the outdated kitchen and
bring a retail structure up to safety code requirements.
If the church were to spend that amount to convert the Parsonage to retail space, it would need
to find the funds. Selling the Thrift Shop could yield an estimated $150,000 to $200,000, less
than what the church would need. But after that, the church would still lack resources needed to
maintain the Parsonage building over time. Currently, Buildings and Ground Committee Chair
Cameron Church performs all the work on the church’s four buildings on a volunteer basis, and
coordinates and supervises contractors when necessary. In addition, our church spends about
15% of its annual operating budget to maintain its real estate complex (the four buildings
including the church, office, Parsonage and Thrift Shop). This is twice the percentage that
churches across the UCC denomination typically spend to maintain real estate (approximately
8% of annual operating budgets, according to a benchmark survey conducted by the church’s
prior Treasurer, Louise Goodman). The Facilities Committee envisions a future of reduced
volunteer and financial capacity to maintain real estate at this level and believes it is in the long
term interest of the congregation to reduce the amount of money, time and attention spent on
maintaining real estate.
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Committee recommendation 1. Improve the existing Thrift Shop
The Facilities Committee has determined that the existing Thrift Shop should be improved to
accommodate year round sales and to make it more comfortable and inviting for customers and
volunteers, and to bring the building into compliance with safety codes.
Committee member Sean Mullaney generously engaged the services of local architect Melissa
Hutchinson to analyze the Thrift Shop and recommend improvements. The architect found the
following ten items out of compliance with existing zoning, building and safety codes:
1. Thrift Shop currently exceeds the allowable lot coverage (when including the Parsonage and the
Thrift Shop together on their one shared lot), therefore no new addition to the rear of the Thrift Shop
would be permitted by-right for expansion of the existing footprint.
2. The Second-Floor use of the Thrift Shop is not permitted with this Building Construction Type 5B
(wooden frame construction) unless the building has an interior sprinkler system installed.
3. The Second Floor is required to have a second means of egress. This could be an egressable
window with a platform and fixed ladder. Ideally this egressable window would be as remote as
possible from the existing egress door.
4. The existing stair does not meet the dimensional requirements for a compliant stair for its clear width,
riser height, tread depth and handrail.
5. Per the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA), one unisex accessible restroom is required on the First
Floor.
6. Illuminated exit signage and emergency lighting is required.
7. Fire extinguishers, carbon monoxide detectors and smoke detectors are required.
8. Panic hardware is required on all exit doors.

In addition to addressing these items above, the architect also recommends improvements
outlined below, estimated to cost in the range of $150,000 to $200,000:
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Affordable housing
The listening exercise performed in 2021 by the church’s Thriving Congregations initiative
revealed interest within the congregation for the church to address the need for affordable
housing in Little Compton. The town ranks last of all municipalities in Rhode Island for the
number of housing units that are affordable to people of low to moderate means (only nine units
out of 2,375 homes in town, according to the 2020 Housing Fact Book published by
HousingWorks RI at Roger Williams University). Little Compton falls far short of the state
mandate that at least 10% of a municipality’s housing stock be affordable.
Little Compton has the oldest average age of any town in Rhode Island but near zero affordable
housing units for seniors. In 2019, only 64% of the 2,375 housing units in town were occupied
by year round residents, leaving 876 units (one-third) vacant for seasonal use only (according to
the U.S. Census Bureau). With the skyrocketing housing market pricing out working families
with young children, the town will find it harder in future years to attract the local workforce
needed to provide local services. Wilbur School faces declining enrollment and could be forced
to close in the future.
The Committee examined converting the Parsonage to three units of affordable housing, in
partnership with Church Community Housing, a nonprofit developer that builds and manages
affordable housing in Newport County. After examining the Parsonage, that organization
determined that the costs of the project would be too high and the three units too few in number
to make the investment worth pursuing. The construction cost to produce the units would be
approximately $824,000 (based on a construction estimate of $200 per sf). Soft costs (architect,
legal, etc.) would add $40,000 more. And when factoring in the church’s donation of the building
to make such a project possible, the total subsidy needed for the project would come close to
$500,000 per unit, which Church Community Housing said is too high to justify and not
competitive with more cost efficient projects that are more attractive to funders. Were the church
to pursue such a project on its own, the low rents ($600 to $1,000 per unit) would not cover the
costs of a construction loan plus the costs of maintaining the building on a long term basis. In
addition, the church does not have the resources to be a landlord or a real estate property
manager. And Church Community Housing felt that the historic interior of the Parsonage to be
too unique on its own merits to be gutted and chopped up into three new units. The organization
told the committee it did not want to earn a reputation as the group that gutted this piece of town
history. The U.S. Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation of Historic Properties
states: “A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in a new use that requires
minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building and its site and environment.”
Members of the church’s Outreach Committee and Thriving Congregations Initiative Committee
are exploring other ways that the congregation could advocate for, and support, the creation of
affordable housing units in Little Compton.
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Market rate apartments, condominiums or commercial office space
The committee examined converting the Parsonage to two, town home style living units, of two
to three bedrooms each. The pre-Covid estimate of construction costs was $200 per sf, or more
than $400,000 per unit. Assumed rental income of $2,500+ per unit per month would not cover
the cost of a construction loan plus insurance and ongoing maintenance. Further, the sale of two
condominiums (after subtracting costs of construction, architect fees and legal work to subdivide
the property) would yield a lower amount to the church than a sale of the Parsonage as is in its
current state. The Committee also explored the potential conversion of the Parsonage for office
use by commercial tenants, but managing a commercial lease (and fit out construction
requirements to make the building tenant ready) was determined to be beyond the church’s
capacity to be a landlord and manage a rental property on an ongoing basis.
One church member who rehabs and manages rental properties offered to undertake
renovation of the building on behalf of the church, if the church were to decide to go that route.
But due to the high costs of construction, the need to take out a construction loan and pay it
down, as well as ongoing cost of maintenance, the committee does not believe this to be in the
long term interest of the church. The committee felt this church member would be the ideal kind
of buyer to make an offer on the property and undertake the project at his own risk should the
property be put up for sale by the church. Another church member and her husband, a
homebuilder in town, also looked at the Parsonage from the perspective of a potential buyer, but
they declined interest after seeing the amount of work and costs required to rehabilitate the
property.
Committee recommendation 2. Sell the Parsonage for use as a single family home and
protect the appearance of the exterior with a historic preservation easement
The only scenario that is not expected to result in a financial loss or an ongoing financial burden
for the church is the sale of the property to a buyer. In October 2020, the church received two
estimates of the building’s market value: realtor Debby Ladd, at that time with Country Coastal
Real Estate (now with Lila Dilman), estimated the market value at around $500,000. Catherine
Watne, of Southeby’s Gustave White office, estimated $550,000. Since the Covid pandemic, the
Little Compton housing market has escalated significantly, with a greater number of buyers
looking for properties and driving up real estate values. Along with increased demand, the
relatively low inventory of properties for sale in town has also increased market values
considerably in the last two years. In the first half of 2022, the Committee obtained three more
evaluations of the building’s market value: Catherine Watne increased her previous estimate to
$638,00. Liz Kinnane, of Southeby’s Mott & Chace office, estimated $650,000. And Renee
Welchman, of Welchman Real Estate Group, estimated $890,000 to $950,000. All of these
realtors are in touch with buyers who are eager to buy property in Little Compton. They tell us
that Little Compton remains a sellers market, in spite of the rise in interest rates.
Any sale of the Parsonage above $500,000 would generate a sum large enough to pay for
improvements and expansion of the existing Thrift Shop without the need to conduct another
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capital campaign for that purpose. Selling the Parsonage would eliminate the annual financial
loss of owning the building and would relieve the church of real estate management
responsibilities that are a drain on limited volunteer energy and a distraction from the church’s
core focus on faith and missions.
The balance from a sale could go into the church’s endowment, to advance the mission of the
church. The committee recommends that proceeds from a sale that are not needed for
improving the Thrift Shop (estimated to be in the range of $250,000 to $300,000) be set aside
by the board to fund a housing allowance for future pastors. This will help to replenish
withdrawals from the endowment that were made to complete Project Welcome. In recent years,
the church’s endowment has provided the church with an income of 5% of principal value
($5,000 in annual income for every $100,000 in principal invested).
If the church were to postpone action on addressing the Parsonage, the bills for deferred
maintenance will continue to grow, without rental income to cover them. The building will
continue to deteriorate, reflecting poorly on the church’s ability to be a good steward of historic
resources at the center of town. And the church will lose potential income generated by
proceeds of a sale that could be better invested in the Thrift Shop and the church’s endowment.
If the church were to sell the Parsonage and determine at a later date that it needed to provide
housing to a pastor at an affordable rate, the church owns a residential apartment on the
second floor of the church office, which could potentially house a pastor if necessary at some
undetermined time in the future.
Protect historic exterior of Parsonage with an easement
Unlike municipalities that regulate the appearance of historic structures in historic districts (i.e.,
Newport), Little Compton has no local protections for historic structures. To protect the historic
exterior of the Parsonage after a sale to a new owner, the church could grant a historic
preservation easement on the exterior to the statewide nonprofit historic preservation group
Preserve Rhode Island. (This would be similar to what happens when land owners donate
conservation easements on their land to land trusts such as Sakonnet Preservation.) The
nonprofit would own the easement and be responsible for meeting with future property owners
on an annual basis to ensure that the new owners fulfill their obligations to maintain the historic
appearance of the exterior. Preserve Rhode Island would ask for a fee of $7,500 from the
church to cover future staff time spent on monitoring or enforcing the easement. The group can
produce a draft easement, which the church could share with buyers prior to closing on a sale.
That way, easement language could be amended if necessary to satisfy a buyer prior to a sale.
The easement would be recorded on the deed immediately prior to the closing.
Preparing the Parsonage for Sale
The Parsonage and Thrift Shop occupy the same lot (Plat Map 19-1) and share a common
septic system and well. To separate the buildings prior to a sale, the church could seek town

Report of the Facilities Committee of the United Congregational Church of Little Compton

9

approval to subdivide the property. Because the lot is in the Commons business district and the
two buildings are pre-existing, the Committee has determined this has legal precedent and has
been done elsewhere in town.
The church would need to detach the Thrift Shop from the Parsonage’s septic system and
connect it to the septic system that services the adjacent church office. Engineer John Braga
has estimated the cost of performing this work to be approximately $24,000 ($6,000 for
engineering plans and permit applications to the town, the RI Department of Environmental
Management and the RI Department of Health; and installation costs of approximately $18,000).
The Committee is examining the cost to do the same with the shared well. If the two buildings
cannot be subdivided, the contingency plan would be to create a legal condominium-style
arrangement to share ownership responsibility for the lot, the septic system and the well. This is
doable and has been done locally in other cases, but it could reduce the pool of buyers willing to
consider such an arrangement.
Church bylaws governing disposition of church property
The Board of Trustees is responsible for:

Making recommendations to the Church membership on all major issues and initiatives
that require a vote of the Church Membership at an Annual, Quarterly or Special
meeting, including, but not limited to: capital fund drives, purchase, sale or modification
of real estate and other assets valued at more than $15,000, using more than five
percent (5%) of the previous year-end endowed asset balance to fund the operating
budget, and By-Law changes.
Role of the Board of Trustees
The Board will consider the recommendations of the Facilities Committee at a special meeting
of the Board to be held on September 7, 2022.
Role of the Congregation
The Congregation will consider the Board of Trustees’ recommendation at the Quarterly Meeting
of the Congregation to be held in the Church immediately after worship on Sunday, September
11, 2022. Decisions of the Congregation are made by a majority of members present (with 40
members required to reach a quorum). Members are those who have been accepted as
members of the Congregation as of the most recent induction of new members. A list of
members is kept by church staff at the church office. Anyone uncertain about their membership
status can check with Dawn Ross in the church office at 401-635-847 or via email at:
dawn@ucclittlecompton.org.

