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Foreword 
 

The consultation on Public benefit and registration guidance was a major 
undertaking for the Charity Commission for Northern Ireland. These pieces of 
guidance are fundamental to the process of becoming a registered charity and in 
understanding the legislation relating to charities in Northern Ireland. 

The purpose of this report is to reflect and capture the responses we received 
and to set out the response of the Commission to them, including any action we 
intend to take. If we cannot respond to or accommodate suggestions, we try to 
explain why. 

We were very pleased with the response to the consultation, both in terms of 
attendance at events and in written comments which we received. The 
Commission has learned a great deal from the process and we hope that the 
resulting final guidance will be improved. It was clear to us throughout that 
those participating also learned a great deal and we hope that this will be the 
start of an ongoing engagement with many of the charities who participated. 

We would like to thank all of those who took the time to attend events or to 
provide us with written comments. We acknowledge that many of those who 
involved themselves in the consultation were acting on behalf of charities in a 
voluntary capacity and were using their own time to engage with us. We 
appreciate this and we intend this report to be a way of demonstrating that we 
have heard what was said to us and will respond and make changes where we 
can. 

The final versions of the various pieces of guidance will be available from the 
summer of 2013 onwards and will incorporate many of the comments and 
suggestions made to us. We hope they will be of use to charities as the 
important process of charity registration gets underway. 

 

Frances McCandless 

Chief Executive, Charity Commission for Northern Ireland 
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Background to the consultation 
 

To be a charity in Northern Ireland an organisation must have exclusively 
charitable purposes. To be charitable they must be for the public benefit. The 
Charities Act (Northern Ireland) 2008 states that the Charity Commission for 
Northern Ireland has a statutory duty to produce guidance on the public benefit 
requirement. The guidance is intended to promote awareness and understanding 
of public benefit amongst anyone connected to or involved with charities in 
Northern Ireland. The guidance is a vital resource to all charities as it outlines 
the public benefit element of the legislation, as well as how we will interpret and 
apply it. Public benefit is a legal requirement for all organisations seeking to 
register as a charity. Charity registration will begin in Northern Ireland in 
autumn 2013, and the public benefit requirement will play a significant role for 
all organisations that apply. 
 
Public benefit and charitable organisations was first consulted on in autumn 
2009. During that consultation period a problem was identified with a technical 
aspect of the legislation concerning public benefit, which meant an amendment 
to the Charities Act (Northern Ireland) 2008 was required. This matter was 
referred back to the Department for Social Development, which led to a delay in 
the commencement of registration in Northern Ireland. 
 
On the 18 January 2013, Royal Assent on the Bill to amend the Charities Act 
(Northern Ireland) 2008 was granted. The Charities Act (Northern Ireland) 2013 
opened the door for the Commission to commence a public consultation on its 
draft public benefit and charity registration guidance. It also means that 
registration of charities in Northern Ireland can begin later this year.  
 
The consultation was launched on Monday 4 February 2013 for a thirteen week 
period and closed on Monday 6 May 2013.  

 
The public benefit requirement is an essential aspect of charity registration and 
the Commission has a statutory duty in the Charities Act (Northern Ireland) 
2008 to consult on its guidance. The consultative process has allowed the 
Commission to gauge if the guidance is clear, accessible and meets the needs of 
the charitable sector, in preparation for compulsory registration of charities from 
autumn 2013. The Commission also took the opportunity to consult on its 
registration guidance, as both sets of guidance are intended to be read together. 
 

Purpose of the consultation 

The fundamental purpose of the consultation was to provide an opportunity for 
anyone involved, or interested, in the work of charities to help shape the final 
guidance. It has also allowed the Commission to fulfil its values of openness and 
transparency and to ascertain the opinions of stakeholders who will ultimately 
use the guidance when seeking to register and run their charities. 
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Consultation objectives 

The fundamental purpose of the consultation exercise was to provide an 
opportunity for anyone involved, or interested in, the work of charities to help 
shape the guidance.   

It has allowed the Commission to fulfil its values of openness and transparency 
and to ascertain the opinions of stakeholders who will ultimately be users of the 
guidance. 

The consultation’s key objectives were: 

• To support the Northern Ireland charitable sector in gaining a deeper 
awareness and knowledge of the public benefit requirement and the next 
steps in the registration process; 

• Obtain feedback from our stakeholders; 
• To involve our stakeholders in our work. 

The consultation exercise concentrated on how the Commission had applied the 
principles set out in the legislation in drafting our public benefit and registration 
guidance. 

 

Communications Plan 

To promote awareness and understanding of its consultation into Public benefit 
statutory guidance and Registering as a charity in Northern Ireland: guidance, 
the Charity Commission for Northern Ireland used a range of direct (website, 
emails, advertising and social media) and non-direct (press) communications. 

Advertisements for the consultation were placed in 22 of Northern Ireland’s most 
popular weekly newspapers during the consultation period, based on circulation 
numbers and proximity to the consultation event locations. Two public notices 
were also placed in Northern Ireland’s three biggest regional newspapers, the 
Irish News, Belfast Telegraph and News Letter. A half page, colour  advert for 
the Charity Commission’s consultation was also placed in the Belfast Telegraph’s 
eight page Charity Focus feature pull-out on April 16, along with a short editorial 
piece on the consultation. 

The Commission utilised Twitter as a social media output and in order to make 
the most of this resource, the Commission produced a series of tweets to 
highlight the ongoing development of the consultation as it continued, such as 
the consultation opening, each consultation event and advice on how to take 
part. The Commission tweeted on average three times per week, growing its 
following by around 50 during the consultation.   

Press releases, providing details of the consultation and directing people to the 
Commission’s website, were sent to the Northern Ireland print and broadcast 
media in February. As a result, the Commission secured news articles in a 
number of regional newspapers in March and early April including the Portadown 
Times, Newry Reporter, Coleraine Times, Mourne Observer, Ballymoney 
Chronicle and Banbridge Leader. An article also featured in a number of sector 
specific publications, including the NICVA (Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary 
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Action) newsletter, the Church of Ireland Gazette and The Law Society of 
Northern Ireland e-informer newsletter. Frances McCandless, Chief Executive of 
The Charity Commission for Northern Ireland, appeared on the BBC radio 
programme Sunday Sequence, where she was interviewed about the 
consultation and forthcoming plans to begin compulsory registration of charities 
in Northern Ireland. 

 

Consultation documents 

The Public benefit and registration guidance consisted of 16 documents which 
aimed to help charities to understand the public benefit requirement they must 
be able to meet when they are called forward to register. The documents 
included the Public benefit statutory guidance, The ’public’ and ‘benefit’ 
elements, Registering as charity in Northern Ireland and 12 pieces of supporting 
guidance on the individual charitable purposes as well as a Glossary document. 
The guidance was colour co-ordinated with flow charts directing its audience to 
specific sections within the guidance. Key words in the guidance were also 
highlighted to direct readers to the glossary or the relevant piece of 
documentation. The guidance was hosted on the Commission website in the 
same format as it appeared in hard copy to ensure consistency of approach. 
 

Consultation methods used 

The Commission published a range of consultation documents in February 2013 
via its website and in hard copy.   The key component of the consultation was 
the ‘Consultation on public benefit and registration’ questionnaire. A number of 
communication channels were 
used to disseminate the 
information widely to public 
sector, statutory, voluntary, 
community and charitable 
groups as well as amongst the 
general public. Responses to the 
consultation questionnaires 
were received by post, email 
and through the online survey. 
As Figure 1 shows, over one 
third of the Consultation 
documents received were 
collected via email. 
                                        
 
Twelve public consultation 
events were held 
throughout Northern Ireland from 4 March to 25 April 2013. In total, 384 people 
attended the public consultation events in Belfast (97), Omagh (23), Craigavon 
(50), Derry / Londonderry (17), Dungannon (21), Newry (22), Downpatrick 
(39), Strabane (7), Larne (36), Ballymoney (49), Lisnaskea (13) and 
Magherafelt (10).  

Figure 2: Total – 110 questionnaire responses. 
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Consultation engagement 

Attendees grouped by charitable purposes: 111 representatives attended from 
religious organisations, 79 from community development and citizenship, 51 
from the advancement of education, 47 from the relief of poverty, 44 from 
health and the saving of lives, 19 from the relief of those in need, 18 from arts, 
culture, heritage or science, 17 from the advancement of human rights, 11 from 
animal welfare, 5 represented groups that worked for environmental protection 
and improvement. 
 
The Commission also provided a keynote speaker on public benefit and 
registration for two further events in Belfast which reached a further 200 
individuals. In addition, Commission staff held individual engagement meetings 
with umbrella groups from various sectors, including religion, education and 
housing. 
 

 

Figure 2: Total: 110 questionnaire responses 

The majority of questionnaire responses returned were from respondents who 
deemed themselves as other from the categories provided, while over one 
quarter of responses came from charity trustees. Charity volunteers and Charity 
employees were represented among the responses, while 6% of responses were 
from members of the public (Figure 2). 
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Figure 3: Total: 110 questionnaire responses 

As Figure 3 demonstrates three quarters of questionnaire respondents 
designated ‘The advancement of Religion’ as their primary charitable purpose. 
Unfortunately, no respondents submitted a consultation questionnaire response 
who felt that their primary charitable purpose was either ‘Advancement of 
environmental protection’ or ‘The relief of poverty’ (Figure 4). However, 4% of 
questionnaire respondents stated that one of their other charitable purposes was 
the ‘Advancement of environmental protection’; while 7% stated that ‘The relief 
of poverty’ was their other charitable purpose. 
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Consultation analysis 
 

The analysis is based upon information collected from the formal responses to 
the questionnaire, the written responses not submitted in questionnaire format, 
feedback from the consultation events and other consultation–related events and 
meetings. With regard to the responses collected through the consultation 
questionnaire format, it should be noted that the content of 35 of documents 
was identical, indicating that they were duplicated responses; therefore some of 
the statistics may be distorted slightly. In relation to the feedback received at 
the events, it should be documented that 64% of attendees had not read the 
guidance prior to attending the event. It should be noted that most of the 
graphical illustrations relate only to the questionnaire responses, and so should 
not be taken as a picture of responses as a whole. 

We have divided the responses into five themes and will report on the 
information received under the four sections: Format and structure of the 
guidance; Public benefit statutory guidance; ‘Public’ and ‘benefit’ elements; 
Charitable purposes supporting guidance; and Registration guidance. 

On the whole the feedback has been positive and the overall response has 
demonstrated that the guidance has been positive in raising the awareness of 
the public benefit requirement. 

 

Figure 4: Total - 110 questionnaire responses 

It is apparent that the respondents’ understanding of ‘public benefit’ increased 
after reading the guidance. Prior to the consultation nineteen per cent of 
respondents were very aware of ‘public benefit’ however this more than tripled 
so that sixty five per cent felt they were very aware after reading the guidance. 
(Figure 4) 

This trend is also apparent within the feedback received at the consultation 
events which demonstrates that the Charity Commission fulfilled their objective 
‘To support the Northern Ireland charitable sector in gaining a deeper awareness 
and knowledge of the public benefit requirement’. Prior to the event 45% felt 
that they had a poor understanding of public benefit, however this fell to 12% 
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after the event. Only 1% of delegates felt they had excellent knowledge before 
the event, yet this increased to 13% after the event. Those who felt they had a 
very poor understanding decreased from 13% before the event to 1% after the 
event.  

The overall consensus was positive and it was welcomed that for the first time in 
Northern Ireland there will be a definitive list of charities once the register is 
established. Many respondents felt that a new transparency and practical 
framework would help to promote and maintain a healthy charitable sector.  
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Format and Structure 
 

The first set of questions addressed the structure and format of the guidance. 
We wanted to ensure that the arrangement and layout of the guidance was 
accessible and understandable to its readership. We asked those participating in 
the consultation to consider the following questions while looking at the 
guidance: 

• Are you able to find your way around the guidance? 

• Overall, is the guidance clear and easy to understand? 

• Are there any areas within the guidance you feel could be improved on 

 

We believe that the user friendliness of the guidance is important so that the 
readers are able to use it effectively and navigate their way through it properly. 
As figure 5 demonstrates the majority of questionnaire respondents felt that the 
overall user friendliness of the guidance was Excellent/Good and there was 
positive feedback from attendees at consultation events. 

 

Figure 5: Total - 110 questionnaire responses 

Throughout the consultation there were some comments made that will help us 
further enhance the user friendliness of the guidance. Several respondents felt 
that there were too many documents and perhaps the reader would prefer 
fewer, more succinct documents. In response to these comments we intend to 
combine the Public benefit statutory guidance with the ‘Public’ and ‘benefit’ 
elements guidance. By merging the information contained in these two separate 
pieces of guidance, we will create more concise guidance. However we intend to 
reduce the other booklets but not combine them into one document as we 
received many positive comments stating that there was a preference for the 
twelve descriptions of charitable purposes being split up into separate 
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documents. Commentary received stated that although at first sight the list of 
documents appeared daunting, the rationale for having so many documents is 
clearly explained and understood. 

 As well as comments regarding the number of documents some respondents felt 
there was too much information for the readers to comprehend. In response to 
these comments we intend to greatly reduce the preliminary information 
regarding the ‘Vision, values and equality’ statements at the beginning of each 
document. The feedback received in relation to too much information in the 
guidance is countered by views from other respondents requesting more 
information on certain areas and others who felt the guidance was 
comprehensive and helpful.  

Event attendees suggested that the documents should be dated so that those 
wanting to use the guidance could be sure that they were using the most up to 
date guidance. We recognise that this would be a constructive change to make 
and we intend to date all the public benefit documents similar to the registration 
guidance. 

Although the overall response to the format and structure of the guidance was 
positive (Figure 6), by making the few changes that have been suggested 
throughout the consultation period, we will hope to further enhance the 
guidance. 

 

Figure 6: Total – 110 questionnaire responses 

We asked respondents if they felt there were areas within the guidance that 
could be improved upon. Several comments suggest that it would be beneficial 
to highlight the statutory guidance as the most important document, and the 
piece of guidance to which charity trustees have a statutory duty to have regard.  

It was the intention of the Commission to produce guidance the reader would be 
able to understand without needing to seek legal advice. We aimed to ensure 
that the language explained the legislation without including a lot of legal 
terminology, although in some cases this was not possible as the legal term was 
required to explain the specific subject. For these particular phrases, we 
produced a glossary for the reader to refer to in order to gain the full 
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understanding of the terminology. Some respondents felt that the content was 
still quite legal and would have preferred it made simpler, however this is 
balanced by several comments that acknowledged the use of clear language and 
that the guidance was clearly written. Comments illustrated appreciation of the 
Commission’s explanation of its use of the words ‘must’ and ‘should’. 

In response to the colouring of particular words in the guidance, some 
respondents felt that they were confusing and on some occasions could not 
identify the colours that were used. It was stated that this may lead to legal 
confusion among readers with visual impairment in terms of their ability to 
distinguish what in the guidance is statutory and what is not. We will consider 
producing a black and white, printer friendly version when working with the 
designers. 

We recognise that the guidance refers only to The Charities Act (2008), and not 
the amended Charities Act (2013). The revised guidance will be updated 
accordingly. 

Overall, the respondents agreed that the definitions were well explained, the use 
of diagrams and flow charts was positive and that the guidance was 
comprehensive and helpful. Comments stated that the guidance provides a clear 
and easy to understand format, with clear definitions and it is a good starting 
point for trustees. 
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Public benefit statutory guidance 
 

The second set of questions specifically concerned the content of the Public 
benefit statutory guidance. The Commission has aimed to produce guidance that 
is clear and easy to understand. The statutory guidance is the primary piece of 
guidance to which charity trustees must have regard when exercising any 
powers or duties to which the guidance is relevant. Therefore it is important that 
we have explained the legislation successfully and presented it in a method that 
is understandable to all who may need to adhere to it. In order to understand if 
the content was efficient and helpful, we asked those participating in the 
consultation to consider the following questions when exploring the guidance: 

• Is the guidance clear and easy to understand? 

• Will the guidance enable trustees to apply the public benefit requirement? 

• Are there any gaps in the statutory guidance? 

Respondents agreed that statutory guidance will be beneficial to organisations 
not only at the time of registration, but also on an ongoing basis as a reference 
for charities. The succinct nature of the guidance was welcomed. 

We aim to ensure that the guidance is easy and comprehensible to all who wish 
to use it, both through its format and its contents. As figure 7 illustrates the 
majority of respondents felt that the statutory guidance was clear and easy to 
understand, while over one quarter answered both ‘yes’ and ‘no’ to this 
question. This would suggest that overall the statutory guidance was clear and 
easy to understand, however there are some improvements to be made. This 
was confirmed in the consultation events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most popular suggestion with regard to the layout of the statutory guidance 
was to combine it with the ‘public’ and ‘benefit’ elements, so that they are both 
in one publication. The Commission will examine this as a possibility although it 
may not be possible to integrate the glossary into the back of the statutory 
guidance, as the glossary will be added to and subject to change over time and 
this is easier to achieve whilst it remains separate. 

Figure 7: Total - 110 questionnaire responses 

13 
 



In general, responses regarding the language used in the statutory guidance 
were positive, detailing it as clear and understandable. Although some 
consultation participants did feel that there was a lot of legal language used, the 
Commission has attempted to use language which is as simple as possible. 
However, the subject matter means that legal language is sometimes required. 
We have used tools such as the glossary to assist charities who may find the 
language difficult or unfamiliar. The point was raised that the guidance should 
make it clearer that it is guidance and not the law. We have noted these 
comments and will aim to change the language so that it is clear that the charity 
trustees must have regard for the guidance. 

There was a general consensus among respondents to the consultation that 
although the examples were good, there was a preference for more to be 
included. In response to this suggestion, we will investigate the availability of 
further examples. The examples used were mostly taken from case law, that is, 
where legal decisions have been made which may have an impact on similar 
organisations or situations in the future. Unfortunately, case law in some areas 
is limited. 

We hope that as we begin to register and regulate charities in Northern Ireland, 
we will be able to introduce some case studies into the guidance based on real 
life Northern Ireland examples. 

Attendees at some of the events suggested that it would be helpful if a definition 
of a commercial company, trading arms and the word stakeholder was included 
in the guidance. As a result of these suggestions, we will explore the possibility 
of including a definition of these terms within the guidance or the glossary. 

The distinction between ‘private benefit’ and ‘public benefit’ was identified as 
being an area of the guidance which could be made clearer. There is an 
explanation of these terms within the guidance as well as the glossary. However, 
as problems were raised with these, we will examine if there is an opportunity to 
enhance these definitions. 

Although there was an appreciation of the diagrams used throughout the 
guidance, some respondents felt that a flowchart would be a good method to 
demonstrate how the Commission makes its decisions on organisations meeting 
the public benefit requirement. However, after consideration we have concluded 
that the use of a flow chart would not be feasible in this instance, as would be 
too individualistic since applications will be assessed on a case by case basis. 

We received comments that suggested that the word ‘charity’ is placed before 
the word ‘trustee’ so as to diminish any confusion that could be caused to 
organisations that do not usually apply this terminology. We acknowledge these 
comments and will aim to rectify this within the guidance so as to make it user 
friendly to all organisations. 

Some responses mention the issue of how public benefit is defined and the 
conditions that will be attached to receiving charitable status. In examining the 
public benefit of an organisation, the Commission will use legislation and case 
law to make decisions. We do not consider cultural and religious views when 
applying case law. Where case law exists in Northern Ireland, it will be used and 
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where no case law exists, persuasive case law from other jurisdictions will be 
used. In considering what is charitable, we are bound by legislation and 
persuaded by case law, which will dictate the decisions that are made. 

Respondents to the consultation questioned to what extent do organisations 
have to continue to prove their public benefit to the Commission. This is in 
relation to a charity’s activities and the method and level of proof required will 
be set down in regulations on annual reporting that have not yet been prepared. 
These will be consulted on prior to charities being subject to them. 

A subject area that spanned comments made about the Public benefit statutory 
guidance and the ‘Public’ and benefit elements guidance was the use of the word 
‘activities’. Responses demonstrated a strong view that the use of the word 
‘activities’ led to confusion as the language suggested that there is an activities 
test in Northern Ireland. We have considered this and will investigate a way to 
reword the content of the guidance so that it is clear that an organisation’s 
application to become a charity will be based on their purposes and not their 
activities. Information on activities will be used in the registration process only 
where we are unable to determine from the description of purposes exactly what 
these mean. 
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‘Public’ and ‘benefit’ elements guidance 
 

The third set of questions addressed the content of the ‘Public’ and ‘benefit’ 
elements guidance. The questions we asked the readers to consider examined 
the overall content of the guidance as well as addressing specific explanations 
that we understand will be imperative to those using the guidance. We asked the 
readers to consider the following questions when exploring this section of the 
guidance: 

• Are the explanations of ‘restrictions’, ‘detriment’ and ‘sections of the 
public’ clear? 

• Will the guidance support trustees in applying the public benefit 
requirement? 

• Are there any gaps in the guidance? 

Responses showed a strong reaction to the explanation of ‘harm’, ‘detriment’ 
and ‘restrictions’. The majority of respondents felt that the explanation of these 
terms could be improved upon to aid the reader’s understanding (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Total – 110 questionnaire responses 

Following comments regarding the use of the term ‘restrictions’ we have decided 
to substantially remove the term from the Public benefit statutory guidance. We 
agree that it may not be suitable within this guidance and therefore the 
information will be appropriately reworded and moved to supporting guidance on 
Running your charity. 

The use of the words ‘detriment’ and ‘harm’ caused some concern among 
respondents and event participants. We have acknowledged these concerns and 
will review the explanations within the guidance.  

There were some respondents that felt the explanation of ‘sufficient section of 
the public’ was vague and subjective. We acknowledge these concerns and we 
plan to try and include further clarification in the guidance. We accept that in 
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some cases in may be easier to understand the explanation if examples are also 
used to help illustrate the definition, therefore where possible we aim to include 
more examples. 

There were a significant number of respondents who acknowledged the 
reference to equality law in the guidance; however respondents felt that it did 
not sufficiently recognise the exceptions to these pieces of legislation. Within the 
guidance we state that there are some exceptions to these pieces of legislation, 
as well as providing a few examples of instances when these exceptions may 
apply. It is not viable to cite exceptions to legislation under each head as each 
charity is unique in what it does. It would not be possible for us to name all 
examples that are exceptions and it will be up to each particular organisation to 
investigate any exceptions and if they are applicable. Ultimately, we will seek to 
produce some general guidance on the area of charities and equality. 

There was a strong opinion expressed by respondents that they felt, dependent 
on their charitable purpose, the Commission may take a particular stance on 
their application for registering as a charity. However, we would stress that all 
applications will be assessed based on the whether the organisation’s purposes 
meet the definition of a charity in law. It is not the role of the Commission to 
make moral judgements on any organisation. 

Respondents stated that the examples were helpful and, in fact, they would 
welcome the document quoting more examples of real-life situations. We will 
investigate if there are any more opportunities within case law to provide 
examples as appropriate. 
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Charitable purposes supporting guidance 
 

The twelve charitable purposes defined in the Charities Act 2008 (as amended 
2013) are presented in separate documents. Each supporting guidance 
document contains more detailed and specific information on how to apply the 
principles of public benefit to each of the charitable purposes. We wanted to 
ensure that those who had experience of a charity that operated within these 
purposes were able to use the guidance relevant to their area. We asked the 
readers to consider the following questions when exploring the guidance: 

• Are the definitions clear? 

• Are the examples helpful? 

• Are there any gaps in the guidance? 

• Does the guidance enable you to assess whether your organisation meets the 
public benefit requirements? 

Although there were some comments regarding the number of documents, 
respondents broadly welcomed that the supporting guidance was separate from 
the statutory guidance as it enabled charity trustees easily to identify legally 
required reading from optional reading in the supporting guidance. Some 
participants were unsure whether or not it was acceptable to have more than 
one charitable purpose, which it is. The guidance is produced in its current 
layout so that an organisation can use the full scope of the documents as is 
relevant to them. As organisations can have one or multiple charitable purposes 
the layout of the guidance allows them to choose only the ones they require. 

It was identified that some of the titles of the supporting guidance did not 
include the exact wording in section 2(3) of the Act. We consider this comment 
to be very relevant and therefore all documents will be cross-referenced to 
Section 2 of the Act to ensure that the full definition is used in the guidance. 

With regards to the document the ‘Advancement of health and the saving of 
lives’, respondents welcomed the inclusion of ensuring proper standards of 
medical practice. 

Respondents sought clarification on the guidance for organisations with amateur 
sport as their charitable purpose, on the position with regard to chess and bridge 
clubs and on the position of Community Amateur Sports Clubs (CASCs) 
questioning whether sports organisations would be able to decide whether 
charitable status or CASC is more suited to them. It is the responsibility of 
charity trustees to examine what suits their organisation best and all queries will 
be dealt with on a case by case basis. We will examine the possibility of 
including information in the guidance to advise that organisations may wish to 
seek advice in connection with whether they should register as a CASC or a 
charity. 
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In relation to organisations advancing religion, some apprehension was 
expressed as to whether the content of their religious views will form part of the 
judgement of charitable status. This judgement will be based solely on whether 
the purposes meet the requirements set out in the Act. We would like to 
reassure all organisations applying for charitable status that the Commission will 
be evaluating applications on the basis of legislation and case law, and not by 
judging cultural or religious views. It is not the role of the Commission to 
adjudicate over beliefs. Some of the consultation participants requested more 
clarity in relation to Designated Religious Charities and we will consider what 
further information can be included. We also acknowledge that some of the 
characteristics of religions contained in the bullet points on page 4 could be 
reworded or removed. 

There were some responses that indicated that larger, more complex 
organisations are not sufficiently covered by the guidance. They felt that there 
was a need for supplementary guidance for these organisations that are ‘exempt’ 
due to their complexities, such as universities. We would like to emphasise that 
no organisation whose purposes meet the definitions set out in the legislation is 
exempt from the requirement to seek registration and to meet the public benefit 
requirement. There are no ‘exempt’ categories of charity in Northern Ireland 
legislation. 
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Registration guidance 
 

The public benefit requirement is a key feature of charity registration, so we are 
keen to ensure that the guidance is clear and accessible in preparation for 
compulsory registration of charities from autumn 2013.  However, we also used 
this consultation period as an opportunity to consult on our registration guidance 
as we would recommend that both sets of guidance should be read together. We 
asked the reader to consider the following questions when exploring the 
guidance: 

• Is the process for applying to register as a charity clear? 

• Will the guidance support trustees in applying to register their 
organisation as a charity? 

• Are there any gaps in the guidance? 

• Is the policy on how and when charities will be called forward to register 
clear? 

• Does the guidance explain clearly that you can have your application for 
registration brought forward if the Commission agrees that there are 
special circumstances for doing so? 

The registration guidance is essential for those who are involved in making 
decisions or running the administration of an organisation that they believe is a 
charity in Northern Ireland. We acknowledge that it is important to produce clear 
and efficient guidance so that those using the guidance understand the need for 
registration and the process to follow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As figure 9 illustrates, questionnaire respondents had mixed views on whether 
the registration guidance was clear and easy to understand. Respondents 

Figure 9: Total - 110 responses Figure 9: Total - 110 questionnaire responses 
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however appreciated the detailed step by step guide regarding the registration 
process that is included as an appendix in the registration guidance. 

Participants at some of the events thought it would be useful to include flow 
charts on how the registration process worked as well as the inclusion of a 
template registration or application form to help put the guidance in context. We 
acknowledge these suggestions and aim to include more diagrams where 
appropriate. We also feel that example screenshots would be beneficial and will 
investigate the possibility of including them as a jpeg file on the Commission 
website. Participants also felt that it would be beneficial to include a checklist in 
the registration guidance that listed the key documentation that is required to 
complete the online application form. Although this is already included in the 
registration guidance on page 10, we will investigate the possibility of enhancing 
this information and making it more prominent to the organisations using the 
guidance. 

The process for applying to register as a charity was recognised as clear by the 
majority of respondents.  

 

Over one third of written responses felt that the guidance explained the process 
for registering a charity in a clear manner (Figure 10). 

Although the overall response to the registration guidance was positive, there 
was a clear feeling among respondents that examples of the registration system 
would be useful to all organisations. We acknowledge this suggestion and will 
examine methods to include screenshot examples of the online application so 
that organisations can preview what they will be working with, prior to their 
actual registration. As well as the inclusion of screenshots, we feel it will also be 
beneficial to have an online tutorial to aid organisations during the registration 
process. We also hope to be able to engage with organisations prior to 
registration by holding registration workshops. 

More clarification was sought on the Commission’s strategy to select 
organisations randomly to apply for registration. We have documented this 
suggestion and will examine the possibility of explaining the random selection. 

Figure 10: Total – 110 questionnaire responses 
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The guidance acknowledges that the registration of all charities in Northern 
Ireland will take a number of years. Therefore the Commission will call charities 
forward to register in a predetermined order. This process is detailed within the 
guidance and the majority of respondents felt it was clearly explained (Figure 
12). 

 

 

                               Figure 12: Total - 110 questionnaire responses 

 

Nevertheless, respondents also requested pre-warning on the specific dates on 
which they will be called forward for registration. We do not feel that this would 
be appropriate to place within the published guidance but will consider putting 
updated information on the website regarding which tranche the organisation 
will be in and which tranche we are working on currently.   

Respondents queried the language used within the guidance when referring to 
the registration of Section 167 groups. We acknowledge these comments and 
will aim to rephrase the information so that it is clearer. It should be emphasised 
that the regulations regarding Section 167 groups will be drafted and enacted by 
the Department for Social Development in the future and so information 
available to us is limited at this point. This will, however, be subject to public 
consultation. 

Attendees and participants requested that the difference between the HMRC 
number and charity registration number is highlighted in the guidance. We 
understand that as charity registration is new to Northern Ireland, some 
organisations may be confused by the need to be registered with the Charity 
Commission if they are already registered with HMRC for tax purposes. 
Therefore we will examine an approach that we can use within our guidance to 
emphasise that there is a difference between the two registration numbers and 
registration with the Commission is a legal requirement for organisations that 
meet the requirements for charitable status. 
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Additional comments 
 

A number of respondents suggested that a podcast would be a valuable tool. In 
response to this the Commission have acquired the tools that will enable us to 
produce a podcast, which we aim to complete prior to registration going live. The 
podcast will include an interview with Frances McCandless talking organisations 
through the registration process. 

During the consultation, a number of participants felt that the guidance lacked 
information on running a charity as well as accounting and reporting 
requirements. However, it should be recognised that the documents are in 
relation to Public benefit and registration; separate guidance on running a 
charity and accounting regulations as well as other advisory documents will be 
produced in the near future. We acknowledge that these will be significant sets 
of guidance for organisations, however it should be noted that the regulations 
that will dictate the content of some of the guidance have not yet been prepared 
by the Department for Social Development. 
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Summary of information collected from event feedback forms 
 

Following the 12 consultation events, 189 event feedback forms were submitted.  

 

Figure 1: 188 delegates answered this question 

As part of the communications strategy, the Charity Commission distributed 
direct mail invites to a range of organisations, stakeholders and umbrella 
organisations, 45% of those who responded to the event feedback form were 
made aware of the consultation events through this method. The second largest 
method of event awareness was through ‘word of mouth’ (19%). The Charity 
Commission website alerted 15% of respondents while 6% became aware 
through the media advertisements and articles. 14% of delegates were made 
aware of the consultation events through other means including umbrella body 
newsletters; community newsletters; the Department for Social Development 
and religious congregations.  

There was an overwhelmingly positive response from respondents with regards 
to the booking process and pre-event organisation. The majority of respondents 
felt the booking process and pre-event organisation was either excellent or good 
(90%). While 10% felt the process was average or poor, there were very few 
direct comments that suggested recommendations that could improve the 
process.  
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64% indicated that they had not read the guidance prior to the event, despite 
having been issued with reminders to do so. 

The majority of respondents who replied to the event feedback form felt the 
accessibility and availability of the documents was either excellent or good 
(67%). The remaining delegates who felt the accessibility and availability of the 
documents was average or poor (33%) made various suggestions so that we 
could make improvements in future projects.  

Venue and facilities: 

83% felt the venue and facilities were either excellent or good. Less than one 
fifth of respondents felt the venue and facilities were either average or poor 
(17%).  

Format of the event:  

Over three quarters of respondents felt the format of the event was either 
excellent or good (87%). Some of those who felt the format was average or poor 
(13%) suggested that it would be helpful ‘to call together groups with similar 
charitable purposes’ or ‘divide events by size of charity’.  

Content/Presentation that were delivered/Knowledge of the subject: 

Almost all delegates felt this was either excellent or good (92%). 8% of 
respondents felt the content was average or poor.   

Accessibility of the event: 

The majority of respondents were happy with the accessibility of the event and 
felt it was either excellent or good (92%). This was rated as average or poor by 
8% of delegates. 
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Figure 2:187 answered the first question, while 186 answered the second. 

The feedback received allows us to see that the event helped increase the 
attendees’ understanding of public benefit, which demonstrates that the charity 
commission fulfilled their objective ‘To support the Northern Ireland charitable 
sector in gaining a deeper awareness and knowledge of the public benefit 
requirement’. Prior to the event 45% felt that they had a poor understanding of 
public benefit, however this fell to 12% after the event. Only 1% of delegates 
felt they had excellent knowledge before the event, yet this increased to 13% 
after the event. Those who felt they had a very poor understanding decreased 
from 13% before the event to 1% after the event; while those with good 
understanding increased from 41% prior to the event, to 74% after the event. 
Despite the increase in delegates understanding some felt the event provided 
‘Too much, too quickly’ and perhaps needed ‘less detail per event’. 
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Figure 3: 185 delegates answered the first question, while 187 answered the second. 

From the information received in the event feedback forms we can see an 
increase in attendees’ understanding of registration after the event. This again 
demonstrates that the objective ‘To support the Northern Ireland charitable 
sector in gaining a deeper awareness and knowledge of the … next steps in the 
registration process’ was achieved. 13% of delegates felt they had very poor 
understanding of registration before the event; however no respondent felt their 
understanding was still very poor after registration. Those who felt they had 
excellent understanding rose from 1% to 16% after the event, those who rated 
their understanding as good prior to the event (37%) rose to 72% after the 
event. No comment were made that would help improve or further increase 
people’s understanding, however one delegate did feel they were left with ‘more 
questions than answers’. Due to the obvious increase in people’s understanding 
it would seem that the event was positive and helpful. 

Recommendations for the future 

During the booking process, it is highly recommended that the delegates are 
made aware that the event is not an information seminar but a consultation 
event. It would also be important to highlight to delegates the importance of 
reading the documentation prior to event so that they are able to fully 
participate. Although we advised attendees to read the documentation prior to 
the event, it may be advisable to explain more strongly that this is a necessity 
so that they would be able to participate fully in the event. 
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Next steps 
 

In response to the many comments and suggestions that were provided during 
the consultation period, the Public benefit and registration guidance will be 
updated as appropriate. The updated Public benefit guidance will be made 
available during the summer 2013 so that organisations will be able to access it 
prior to registration commencing in the autumn. The updated Registration 
guidance will be made available in the autumn following the test registration 
phase. 

Following comments made during the consultation regarding providing further 
support to charities, the Commission will aim to undertake targeted road shows 
and briefings for umbrella groups to help provide support during the registration 
process.  During these sessions we aim to cover operational issues also such as 
access to computers, scanners and broadband.  

We understand, as many respondents acknowledged, if there are gaps within the 
guidance, they may not be identified until it is put to use. Therefore the 
Commission will be running a pilot phase for registration and during that time we 
will have an opportunity to review the updated guidance and identify if there are 
gaps. 

During the thirteen week period, we also collected feedback and constructive 
comments on our consultation process. This information will form the basis of 
future consultations and inform the Commission’s participation strategy so that 
we can ensure that future engagement is successful.  
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Thank you 
 

The Charity Commission for Northern Ireland would like to extend many thanks 
to everyone who responded to the consultation on the Public benefit and 
registration guidance, both in writing and at events. We have taken into 
consideration all comments and submissions so that we are able to enhance the 
guidance to ensure it is more effective for the charity sector.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

31 
 



Appendix 1: Consultation participants 
 

Please find the lists below of participating organisations and individuals. It 
should be noted that some who participated asked to remain anonymous and 
therefore these lists are not exhaustive of all respondents to the consultation. 

Participating Organisations 

174 Trust  

1ST Rathfriland Scout Group 
2 & 4 Wheels Motorsport Steering Group   
3rd Age Trust  
Action Cancer 
ACTS Ministries 
Adventure Training Leadership Trust  
Aghadowey Preschool Playgroup  
Amma Ireland  
Annahilt Scout Group 
Antrim District Citizens Advice Bureau 
Ardglass Vintage Association  
Arts and Business NI  
Baker Tilly Mooney Moore 
Ballinderry River Trust (BRT) 
Ballygorman School House Association  
Ballygrainey Presbyterian Church  
Ballylaghan Reformed Presbyterian Church 
Ballylennon Reformed Presbyterian Church  
Ballymoney Evergreen Club  
Ballymoney Reformed Presbyterian Church 
Ballynahinch Free Presbyterian Church  
Balrene Community Association  
Bangor Borough Voluntary Benevolent Society  
BCM International  
Belfast Charitable Society   
Belfast Royal Academy  
Belfast YMCA 
Belmore Trust 
Benburb Memorial Pipe Band  
Beragh Evangelical Church  
Big Bus  
Bircham Dyson Bell 
Brooke NI  
Bruiser Theatre Company  
Bush Women’s Group  
Cairde 
Cairncastle Ulster Scots Group  
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Camphill Communities Trust NI Ltd  
Camphill Community  
Camphill, Clanabogan  
Cancer Choices  
CAPAA  
CAPAC 
Carcullion Gateway Club  
Care for Cancer  
Carrickfergus & District Masonic Benevolent Committee 
Carrickfergus Junior Gateway Club 
Carrickfergus Mencap Society  
CAT Support Group  
Causeway Communities Engagement Programme  
Causeway Down Syndrome  
Causeway Hospital Radio  
Causeway U3A  
CCEW 
CCMS  
Central Benevolent Fund 
Child Evangelism Fellowship 
Chrysalis Women’s Centre  
Church Mission Society Ireland 
Church of Ireland  
Church of Ireland, Newmills  
City of Belfast Loyal Orange Fund  
City of Belfast Loyal Orange Widows Fund  
City of Londonderry Charitable Trust 
Clever Fullerton  
Cloughmills Community Action Team  
Co Down Rural Community Network 
Community and Voluntary Services  
Community Foundation for Northern Ireland  
Compass Advocacy Network  
Confederation of Community Groups  
Contemporary Christianity in Northern Ireland 
Cornerstone City Church  
COSTA  
County Down Rural Community Network 
CRAIC 
Craigavon Historical Society  
Craigowen Housing Association  
Creative Destruction  
Cremore Presbyterian Church  
Daly Park & Company Ltd  
Danske Community Outreach  
Derrytrasna Playgroup 
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Direct Aid for Africa 
Donaldson and Thompson Ltd  
Down Widows Masonic Trust  
Drama Circle Theatre Trust 
Dromara Reformed Presbyterian Church  
Drop Inn Ministries  
Drumbanagher Parish Church  
Drumlough Presbyterian Church  
DSD-VC Unit  
Duneane Presbyterian Church 
Dungannon Independent Methodist Church  
Dunloy Presbyterian Church 
E F Mc Cambridge & Co 
Early Years  
Eating Disorders Association  
Edwards and Company  
Epilepsy Action 
Errigle Kerog Church of Ireland 
Exodus Trust  
Fermanagh RCN  
Fermanagh Women’s Aid  
Finaghy Baptist Church  
First Larne Presbyterian Church 
Focus  
Free Methodist Church  
Free Presbyterian Church of Ulster  
Friends of Africa Missionary Endeavour Ltd (FAME) 
Friends of Assisi Animal Sanctuary 
Friends of Belfast Cathedral  
Friends of Killinchy Primary School Trust  
Friends of Life  
Friends School, Lisburn 
Frontiers Ireland 
Gardenmore Presbyterian Church 
Garrison Parish Church  
Garryduff Presbyterian Church  
General Medical Council 
Gillygooley 2nd Youth (50+ club) 
Gillygooley Youth and Community Development Association 
Girls’ Brigade Northern Ireland 
Glenmanus Reformed Presbyterian Church 
Global Reconciliation Project  
Grand Orange Lodge of Ireland  
Grangemore Securities  
Greyabbey Non Subscribing Presbyterian Church 
Guiding in Bloomfield  
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Harbinson Mulholland  
Hope 03  
Hope Northwest  
Inland Waterways of Ireland  
Institute for Conflict Related Trauma  
Irish Association for Cultural, Economic and Social Relations 
Irish Christian Minsters  
Irish Council of Churches  
Irish League of Credit Unions  
Irish Methodist Minsters’ Housing Society  
Irvinestown Parish Church of Ireland  
Iveagh Trefoil Guild  
Killyleagh Parish Church  
Kilraughts Reformed Presbyterian Church 
Kinder House  
L&P Trustee Services Limited  
Lack Parish Church of Ireland  
Lagan Search and Rescue  
Larne Borough Council  
Larne Community Development Project 
Leckpatrick Presbyterian Church  
Le-Debar Trust  
Limavady Cricket and Rugby Club  
Lisbellaw Parish Church  
Lisburn and District Scout Council  
Lisburn Christian Fellowship  
Lisburn Free Presbyterian Church 
Livingstone Golf Society  
LMI (Logos Ministries International) 
Londonderry Free Presbyterian Church  
Lord Enniskillen Memorial Orange Orphan Society  
Loreto Convent Grammar School  
Lurgan Town Arena  
Madden Schoolhouse Heritage Committee 
Main Street Presbyterian Church  
Markethill Presbyterian Church  
Masonic Lodge of Londonderry and Donegal  
McFarland Graham McComb  
Mencap  
Mid Antrim Animal Sanctuary  
Mid Down MS Support Group  
Milburn Pre-School Playgroup  
Milibern Trust  
Millbrook Community Association  
Moravian Church  
Mount Zion Community Church 

35 
 



Mountain Lodge Pentecostal Church  
Mourne Grange  
Moyle District Council  
MS Ballymoney  
MS Society NI  
Myrtlefield Trust  
NI Alternatives  
NI Assistance Dogs  
NI Centre for Trauma and Transformation  
NI Co-Ownership Housing Association Limited 
NICVA  
NIFHA 
NILGA  
North Antrim Community Network 
North West Animal Welfare Group  
Northern Ireland Agricultural Research and Development Council (AgriSearch) 
Northern Ireland Evangelical Alliance 
Northern Ireland Hospice  
Omagh Boys and Girls Club  
Omagh Forum for Rural Associations 
Omagh Integrated PS Parents Council  
Parenting Addiction Larne  
Parish of Kilwaughter and Cairncastle with All Saints, Craigyhill  
Parish of Whitehead and Island Magee  
Pawzitive  
Pharmacists Advice and Support Service  
Plymouth Brethren Christian Church 
Police Sports Club  
Pomeroy Parish  
Poultry Industry Education 
Presbyterian Church in Ireland  
Presbyterian Historical Society of Ireland 
Price Waterhouse Coopers  
Prison Fellowship NI  
Provincial Grand Lodge  
Provincial Grand Lodge of Londonderry and Donegal  
Provincial Sisters of Mercy  
Queens University Foundation  
Ramon Presbyterian Church Friendship Group  
Randalstown Arches Association  
RDA Coleraine 
React 
Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ireland, Committee on Public Morals, 

Regent Street Presbyterian Church, Newtownards 
Remote Friendship Group  
Resource Centre, Derry  
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Rosary Parish  
Royal Black Institute 
Royal Black Institution 
RTU Ministries  
RUC Benevolent Fund  
RUC George Cross Foundation  
Rural Community Network  
Saintfield Community Estates Partnership  
SD Brown  
Seven Towers and Massereene Masonic Benevolent Fund  
Seymour Street Methodist Church  
Share Discovery Village  
Shop Mobility, Enniskillen  
Shop Mobility, Lisburn  
Sisters of Mercy 
Sliver Circle  
Solomon Foundation 
South Tyrone Charitable Trust  
Southern Area Hospital  
Southern Health and Social Care Trust 
Southside Trust  
Special Olympics Ireland  
Sporting Hearts  
St Macartan’s Church of Ireland  
St Patrick’s Cathedral, Armagh  
St Peter’s Immaculate Youth Club  
St Thomas Church 
St Vincent De Paul  
Sullivan Upper School  
Support for Women living in Disadvantaged Areas  
Supporting Communities NI  
SVP Omagh 
TAG  
TBF and KL Thompson Trust  
Tesol Project  
The Attorney General for Northern Ireland 
The Boys Brigade (Northern Ireland) 
The Caleb Foundation 
The Charity Law Association 
The Christian Institute 
The Havelock Trust  
The Leprosy Mission NI 
The Mall Presbyterian Church  
The Odyssey Trust Company Limited  
The Parish of Kilwaughter and Cairncastle with All Saints  
The Royal British Legion 
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The Salvation Army (Ireland Division)  
The Upper Andersonstown Community Forum  
Thomas Taggart & Sons Solicitors  
Times of Refreshing Ministers  
Transformation Centre 
Trinity Presbyterian Church  
Tuesday’s Child  
Tullyvallen Silver Band  
Tyrone Farming Society  
Ullans Speakers Association 
Ulster Wildlife Trust 
United Parish of St Stephen and St Luke  
VSB Foundation  
Waterside Gospel Hall Trust  
Well Springs  
William Keown Trust  
Women’s Aid Newry  
Young Enterprise  

 

Participating Individuals  
 

Mr and Mrs Joe Archer 
Mr Robert Barbour 
Mrs Susan Bell 
Miss Susan Bell 
Mr David Best 
Miss Anne Brown 
Professor Robin Clarke 
Mr Albert Clyde 
Mr Kenneth Coalter 
Mr David Connelly 
Mr William Connelly 
Mr Neil Cooper 
Mr Ernest Crooks 
Mrs Gwen Crooks 
Rev. Gordon Dane 
Mr Wilbert Davidson 
Mr S Drennan 
Mr John Duffy 
Mr Mervyn Ewart 
Mr Nigel Ferguson 
Miss Janet Ferguson 
Miss Hazel Ferguson 
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Mr Raymond Fluke 
Mr Harvey Grahame-Smith 
Mrs Heather Greenaway 
Ms Loraine Griffin 
Mrs Heather Hamilton 
Mr and Mrs Robert and Eileen Hamilton 
Mrs Florence Hewitt 
Dr. Philomena Horner 
Mr Jim Houston 
Mrs Edith Hunter 
Mr Andrew James Hunter 
Mr and Mrs E and J Jackson 
Mr Francis Johnston 
Mr Gareth Johnston 
Mr Clive Knox 
Mr Walter Lambe 
Mr Paul Lett 
Mr Tony Lobl 
Mrs Isobel Mason 
Mr Joe Mason 
Mrs Janet  Maxwell 
Mr and Mrs Kenneth and Marina Mc Creevy 
Mr Noel McAllister 
Mr Brendan McCann 
Mr William  McCartney 
Mr Alan McIlwaine 
Miss Ruth McKittrick 
Mr Geoffrey McMullan 
Mr Irwin McNeil 
Mr Ian Milliken 
Mr William Moorcroft 
Mr John Mullan 
Mr Nigel Murdock 
Mr Stewart Murphy 
Mrs Anne Murphy 
Mr Sidney Murphy 
Rev. William Park 
Rev. David Park 
Mr Andrew Patterson 
Mr Mark Proctor 
Mr James Purdy 
Mrs Anne Shilliday 
Mr John Shilliday 
Mr Ronald Smyth 
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Mrs  Elizabeth Smyton 
Mr Harold Stafford 
Mrs Mary Stewart 
Mrs Rosemary Troughton 
Mr Thomas Troughton 
Mrs Hester Weir 
Miss Christine Weir 
Mr Harold Wilson 
Mr Trevor Wright 
Mrs Maire Young 
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