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Under the Charities Act 2006 the Charity Commission, as the independent regulator of charities in England and Wales, has a duty to raise awareness of the public benefit requirement and to produce guidance on it for charities.  We have already published general guidance for all charities and are now opening a series of consultations on guidance for types of charities particularly affected by the requirement (these are poverty charities, educational charities, religious charities and charities which charge fees).  This guidance is intended to supplement the general guidance we have already produced, not to supersede or contradict it in any way.   We are aware of our accountability to Parliament and keen to seek the views of Parliamentarians as we progress with this guidance.

Which charities will this guidance affect?
This guidance is aimed at charities which have advancing religion as their charitable aim.  Analysis of the Register of Charities suggests that there are around 29,000 of these in England and Wales.
What are the main principles contained in this draft guidance?

The two main principles are that there must be an identifiable benefit and benefit must be to the public, or a sufficient section of the public.  These principles are those explained in our general guidance on public benefit for all charities, Charities and Public Benefit.  

How would a religious charity show an identifiable public benefit? 

Some benefits can be difficult to define or describe, but can still be identified.  The public benefits of religion in helping to build community cohesion, contributing to the social and moral welfare of those practising the religion and consequently of society generally, and articulating ethical values can all be considered to be for the public benefit.  Charities advancing religion might also be involved in providing services, either to the members of that religion or more widely within the community.

The law doesn’t consider that religious orders which are completely closed can be shown to be for the public benefit, and this will continue to be the case.  How far a charity advancing religion can restrict its membership is an issue we will be exploring in this consultation. 
Is the Commission singling out religious charities? 

No. Under the 2006 Charities Act, for the first time all charities – including charities which advance education or religion, or relieve poverty – must show they are established with aims that are for the public benefit. This means charities advancing religion are being asked to do exactly the same as all other charities. Previously charities advancing religion were presumed to be charitable, unless there was evidence to the contrary, so, as this is the first time they have been required to demonstrate, explicitly, that their charity’s aims are for the public benefit, we are producing supplementary guidance for consultation to help them do this.
Is the Commission trying to make religious charities more secular?  


No. The Commission has made it clear that it is not within its role to regulate religion itself and cannot make subjective or value judgements as to the truth or worth or otherwise of religion. The Commission has made it clear in its published guidance on public benefit that it has neither the desire nor the remit to try to change or modernise traditional, long-held religious beliefs. 

Will you be expecting religious charities to focus more on helping the poor and sick in the community?  

Many charities advancing religion do provide services or facilities for vulnerable people, within their membership or more widely.  We would take these benefits into account when assessing public benefit.  Other charities advancing religion might show public benefit in other ways, such as helping to build community cohesion, contributing to the social and moral welfare of those practising the religion and more widely, and articulating ethical values.  These are more difficult benefits to define or describe, but can still be identified.  We expect that the majority of charities advancing religion on the register to be able to meet the public benefit requirement.
What does it mean for traditional religious belief and practices that you will take decisions “in the light of changing social and economic conditions”?  


Charities and our understanding of what is charitable are changing all the time as society changes – for example, a hundred years ago the promotion of human rights would never have been considered charitable.  Of course we won’t be saying that people with traditional religious beliefs or doctrines will need to change their beliefs to adapt to changing social and economic conditions. The Commission has made it clear in its published guidance on public benefit that it has neither the desire nor the remit to try to change or modernise traditional, long-held religious beliefs.  No religious practice which promotes hatred or violence would be charitable – but charity law recognises that some religious beliefs may preach against practices or behaviours which others in society believe are acceptable or positive. 
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Having your say


The full consultation document is available on our website at www.charity-commission.gov.uk.  The consultation on public benefit and religious charities closes on 30 June 2008.  For more information or to arrange a meeting please contact our Parliamentary Officer, Lindsay Owen, on 020 7674 2464, or �HYPERLINK "mailto:lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk" \o "mailto:lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk"��lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk�











Have your say


The full consultation on public benefit for poverty charities is available via our public affairs microsite at xxx, under Publications and Briefings.  The consultation closes on xxx 2008.  For more information or to arrange a meeting please contact our Parliamentary Officer, Lindsay Owen, on 020 7674 2464, or �HYPERLINK "mailto:lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk" \o "mailto:lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk"��lindsay.owen@charitycommission.gsi.gov.uk�














