May 2005

A Submission from the Evangelical Alliance to the

‘Consultation on the Review of Charities Administration and Legislation in Northern Ireland in 2005’

1.
Introduction

1.1 
The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has three full-time members of staff and others who volunteer. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. 
1.2 
We welcome this opportunity to respond to the consultation which will have an impact on churches and faith based charities in Northern Ireland. However we are concerned that many smaller denominations may not be fully aware of the proposals and their potential impact. 
2.
Clarity

2.1 Definition of charity

2.1.1 
We support the inclusion of ‘the promotion of peace’ and the promotion of ‘good community relations’ within the definition of charitable purpose. We also welcome the continued recognition of the advancement of religion as a charitable purpose. 
2.2 Public Benefit Test

2.2.1 
We regard it as vital that the development of the public benefit test does not exclude legitimate activity by religious organisations beyond public worship. Therefore we would request that missionary and evangelistic work continue to be activities recognised within the scope of advancing religion. 

2.2.2 
We would consider it necessary for the proposed Northern Ireland Charity Commission to provide guidance on the public benefit test as it will be applied in Northern Ireland.

2.2.3 
We also consider it vital that the powers of the new Charity Commission are transparently neutral and independent and that Commissioners have a broad understanding of faith communities in Northern Ireland. 

3.
Transparency

3.1
Evangelical Alliance welcomes the proposals for greater transparency within the charity sector in Northern Ireland and would ask that thought is given to the communication of the final proposals, specifically in relation to churches, so that churches and organisations falling outwith the four main denominations (Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Church of Ireland, Methodist) are sufficiently aware of their obligations under the new proposals. 
3.2
It is noted that the proposals recommend that charities based outside Northern Ireland, but operating in Northern Ireland should be required to have at least one trustee resident in Northern Ireland. While such a requirement would allow charities to have a greater local understanding, we are concerned that this may be too restrictive and may represent an undue imposition for many charities simply delivering services in Northern Ireland. There could also be an additional administrative burden caused by the need to comply with charities legislation and practice in each jurisdiction of UK and Republic of Ireland which may well have similar but by no means identical rules. 
3.3
We acknowledge that the proposal on the preparation of accounts and annual reports is in keeping with the increasing transparency which is called for within the document. However it is unclear if charities based outside Northern Ireland but operating in Northern Ireland will be required to prepare separate accounts for their local operations. Currently many organisations do not detail separate accounts for their Northern Ireland operations and we would ask that consideration be given to the extra administrative burden which may result from the implementation of such a proposal. 
3.4
The proposal to bring in phased registration on the basis of the largest charities registering first is welcomed.  
4.
Accountability

4.1
Evangelical Alliance agrees that a Northern Ireland Charity Commission should be established with responsibility for operating the Northern Ireland Register of Charities and acting as a charities regulator for all charities operating in Northern Ireland. The proposed Commission should have robust and transparent powers. 
4.2
As stated elsewhere in this response we recommend that there is amongst the Commissioners an understanding of the nature and work of churches and other faith based organisations undertaking charitable work in Northern Ireland. 

4.3
It is regrettable that there are no concrete proposals within the consultation document for an appeals procedure. Such a procedure should be transparent, have clarity and be easily accessible to groups appealing against decisions of the proposed NI Charity Commission. 
5.
Compliance

5.1
It is noted that it is proposed to introduce a full audit for charities with income over £100,000. We would ask that this be reconsidered in light of the fact that the threshold in England and Wales is likely to rise to £500,000. Again clarity is requested on the specific requirements for those organisations based outside Northern Ireland but operating in Northern Ireland. We would also ask for consideration to be given to the alignment of thresholds with proposals elsewhere in the UK and Ireland both for unincorporated and incorporated charities. 
6.
Governance

6.1
Generally the introduction of Charitable Incorporated Organisations is welcomed but would request greater clarity on how these changes might be made. It will be important to ensure that introducing the CIO does not result in those charities choosing to stay as companies limited by guarantee consequently losing some of their current benefits at a later date. 
7.
Administration of charities

7.1 
Evangelical Alliance welcomes the proposals to make professional fundraisers more accountable and transparent. 
7.2
We acknowledge the need to replace existing legislation governing street and house-to-house collections. It is recommended that clear guidance on charitable collections should be issued by the new Northern Ireland Charity Commission. 
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