
Charities 
Governance Code



Legal Disclaimer 

This governance code is issued by the Charities Regulator under section 14(1)(i) of the 

Charities Act 2009, to encourage and facilitate the better administration and management 

of charitable organisations.  It is intended to provide support to charity trustees to meet 

their legal duties, by putting in place systems and processes which focus on advancing the 

charitable purpose and providing a public benefit and ensuring charities are managed in an 

effective, efficient, accountable and transparent way. 

It is not, nor is it intended to be, a definitive statement of the law and it does not constitute 

legal advice. Charity trustees are recommended to obtain their own legal advice where 

necessary. The Charities Regulator accepts no responsibility or liability for any errors, 

inaccuracies or omissions in this governance code. 
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About the Charities Governance Code 
This Charities Governance Code explains the minimum standards you should meet to 

effectively manage and control your charity. Good governance involves putting in place 

systems and processes to ensure that your charity achieves its charitable objectives with 

integrity and is managed in an effective, efficient, accountable and transparent way. 

We have included a glossary of terms we use in this guide on pages 28 to 36. 

We refer to this Charities Governance Code as the ‘Code’ in this document. 

What is the Code? 
The Charities Governance Code is:� 

�Í �� six principles of governance which all charities should apply;� 

�Í �� core standards that we expect all charities to meet when putting the principles into �

action; and 

�Í �� additional standards that reflect best practice for charities with high levels of 

income and/or complex organisational and funding structures and/or significant 

numbers of employees. 

We wrote the Code with volunteer-only charities and charities with a small number 

of paid staff in mind, as this reflects the reality of the charity sector in Ireland where 

these two groups make up the majority of registered charities. 

Additional governance standards have been included which we expect more complex 

charities to meet. 

For these reasons, the Code is relevant for every charity operating in Ireland. 



6 Charities Governance Code      Charities Regulator

 

Who is the Code for? 
This document is for charity trustees. The term ‘charity trustee’ can include: 

�Í �� committee members; 

�Í �� council members; 

�Í �� board members; or 

�Í �� directors of a charity. 

By law, charity trustees have individual and joint responsibility for what happens within 

their charity. This means that if their charity does not meet its legal duties, they are 

responsible both as individuals and together as a board, committee, council or other 

core group (referred to in this Code as the ‘board’). 

Why did we write the Code? 
In March 2017, the Charities Regulator set up a Consultative Panel on the Governance 

of Charitable Organisations. The Panel’s report1 was published in May 2018 and made 

10 proposals including: 

�Í �� There should be a new Governance Code for charities issued by the Charities 

Regulator to facilitate the better administration, management and governance of 

charitable organisations; 

�Í �� The new Governance Code should be principles-based and should operate on a 

‘comply or explain’ basis; 

�Í �� The new Governance Code should be proportionate. 

This Code will help charity trustees meet their legal duties under charity law. 

The Charities Regulator is aware that some charities must also comply with other rules 

and codes specific to their area of work. This Code specifically aims to help charity 

trustees to put good governance systems and processes in place, which will assist 

them in meeting their legal duties under charity law. (See Legal duties on page 10). 

‘Report of the Consultative Panel on the Governance of Charitable Organisations’ - available from: 
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/1389/report-of-the-consultative-panel-may-2018.pdf 

1 
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How should you use the Code? 
You should read this Code and be familiar with its six principles and its standards – �

core and additional. You then need to comply with the Code by deciding:� 

�Í �� what actions you will take to meet each core standard; and �

�Í �� what evidence you will keep to show that you have met the standard.� 

To make it easy for you to give us this information, we have included at the end of this �

document the ‘Charities Governance Code Compliance Record Form’ also referred to as �

the ‘Compliance Record Form’ in this Code. A version that you can edit is also available �

on our website2. �

We expect all charities to meet all of the core standards set out in this Code, unless a �

particular core standard does not apply to a particular charity. For example, if you are �

a volunteer-only charity you cannot meet core standards that apply to charities that �

employ staff. �

We expect more complex charities to meet both the core and the additional standards �

set out in this Code. Each charity should decide for itself whether their charity should �

meet the additional standards and base this decision on indicators such as:� 

�Í �� your charity’s income; 

�Í �� the number of employees you have; and 

�Í �� the complexity of your activities including things like, 

– working with vulnerable people, �

– operating overseas, or �

– having large numbers of volunteers. 

Some charities, regardless of their complexity, may also decide to meet some or all of 

the additional standards if they have the organisational capacity to do so. 

The ‘Charities Governance Code Compliance Record Form’ can be downloaded from our website - 
www.charitiesregulator.ie 

2 
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Showing how well you are complying with the 
Code 
Every charity must provide an annual report to the Charities Regulator. As part of your 

annual report, you must indicate whether or not your charity complies with the Code. If 

your charity is not complying with the Code, we will ask you to explain why. Valid reasons 

for non-compliance may include: 

�Í �� Your charity is in the process of winding up. 

�Í �� Your charity is newly established and needs more time to fully comply. 

How to report compliance 

To comply with the Code, you must complete the Compliance Record Form (included 

at the end of this document and on our website) every year.  On the form, you need to 

identify the actions you took in the year to meet each standard. 

You must keep this Compliance Record Form as the Charities Regulator could 

ask you for it at any time. 

We know that every charity is unique. For this reason, the language we use in each 

standard is broad so that you can choose how your charity meets the standards to suit 

your charity’s specific circumstances. 

Example 

The use of the phrases ‘regularly’ and ‘from time to time’ allows your board of charity 

trustees to discuss, agree and document what time period is appropriate for your 

charity, in terms of size, income and structure. 

Evidence – wide variety acceptable 

There is also flexibility about the type of evidence that we expect. For a volunteer-

only charity, for example, we will be satisfied with board minutes that show decisions 

have been discussed and documented. This will be enough to meet many of the core 

standards in this Code. 
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In time, we will publicly display whether or not your charity complies with this Code. This 

will be part of your entry on the Register of Charities3. Where compliance with the Code 

is indicated on the Register of Charities, it should give confidence to all stakeholders 

that your charity has effective governance systems and processes in place. 

The Register of Charities is available from:                                                                                          
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/en/information-for-the-public/search-the-charities-register 

3 
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Legal duties of charity trustees4 

Ensure your 

charity is carrying 
Comply with your 

out its charitable 
charity’s governing 

purposes for the 
document 

public benefit 
Manage your 

charity’s resources 

responsibly 

Be accountable 
Act in the best 

and comply with 
interest of your 

the law 
charity 

Act with 

reasonable skill 

and care 

An important note about legal requirements 

Charity trustees have specific duties under the Charities Act 2009 and must make sure that their �
charity complies with the requirements of other relevant legislation.� 
Other relevant legislation includes: �

�Í �� data protection legislation; 

�Í �� employment legislation; and 

�Í �� health and safety legislation. 

Where a charity is a company, a charity trustee who is also a director of the company has additional 
duties under company law and common law in their capacity as company directors. 

4 See ‘Guidance for Charity Trustees’ - available from:                                                                      
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/1078/guidance-for-charity-trustees-july-2017.pdf 
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Ten steps to reporting on compliance �

Read the Code in full. 

For each standard, decide what 

action or actions you will take 

to meet that standard in your 

charity. 

If any of the standards do not 

apply to your charity, explain 

why next to that standard in the 

Compliance Record Form6 . 

STEP 1 

STEP 2 

STEP 3 

STEP 4 

STEP 5 

Decide if your charity is more 

complex for the purpose of the 

Code. 

State each action next to 

the relevant standard in the 

Compliance Record Form 

included with this document. 

You can also download the form 

from our website5. 

5 You can download the Compliance Record Form from our website - www.charitiesregulator.ie 

6 The Charities Regulator expects all charities to meet all of the core standards where applicable. 
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Declare your charity’s compliance 

(or provide your charity’s reason 

for not complying) with the Code 

when submitting your annual 

report to the Charities Regulator. 

State the evidence you can 

provide next to the relevant 

action in the Compliance 

Record Form. 

STEP 6 

STEP 7 

STEP 8 

STEP 10 

STEP 9 

01 

Decide what evidence you can 

provide for the action or actions 

that you are taking to meet each 

standard that applies to your 

charity. 

Review the Compliance 

Record Form and agree it is 

accurate at a board meeting. 

Having considered the 

standards, actions and evidence 

(steps 3 to 7) again, complete a 

fresh Compliance Record Form 

at a board meeting every year 

before reporting on compliance 

to the Charities Regulator. 
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The six principles of charity governance 

Charity trustees are responsible for the governance of their charity and should make 

sure that the following governance principles are being applied. Your charity is: 

1 advancing behaving with leading people 

its charitable integrity 

purpose 

2 3 

4 exercising 5 working 6 being 

control effectively accountable and 

transparent 

Some of these principles relate to the inner workings of the board of charity trustees 

and others to the external activities of the charity, but they are all equally important. 

We discuss each of the six principles in turn to explain: 

�Í �� why it is important; and 

�Í �� how to put the principle into action using: 

– core standards, and 

– additional standards7. 

If you are unsure about any of the information in this Code, please contact us. 7 
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Principle 1: 
Advancing charitable purpose 

Why this principle is important 

Charitable purpose has a specific meaning in charity law. The Charities Act 2009 sets �

out four categories of charitable purpose:� 

�Í �� prevention or relief of poverty or economic hardship; �

�Í �� advancement of education; �

�Í �� advancement of religion; and �

�Í �� any other purpose that is of benefit to the community 8. �

A charity must promote at least one of these purposes and must provide public benefit. �

A charity’s governing document elaborates on the charitable purpose in the main object �

clause by describing:� 

�Í �� what outcomes the charity is set up to achieve;� 

�Í �� how it will achieve these outcomes;� 

�Í �� who will benefit from these outcomes; and �

�Í �� where the benefits will be felt. �

By law, charity trustees must ensure their charity promotes its charitable purpose only �

and that it is of public benefit. �

See ‘What is a Charity?’ guidance document - available from:                                                        
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/media/1544/what-is-a-charity-rev-001.pdf 

8 
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Putting the principle into action� 

1.� Core standards for advancing charitable purpose 

1.1.� Be clear about the purpose of your charity and be able to explain it in simple 

terms to anyone who asks. 

1.2.� Consider whether or not any private benefit arises (see glossary on pages 28 to 

36). If a private benefit arises, consider if it is reasonable, necessary and ancillary 

to the public benefit that your charity provides. 

1.3.� Agree an achievable plan for at least the next year that sets out what you will do 

to advance your purpose. 

1.4.� Make sure your charity has the resources it needs to do the activities you plan. 

If you don’t have the resources, you need to show a plan for getting those 

resources. 

1.5.� From time to time, review what you are doing to make sure you are still: 

�Í �� acting in line with your charity’s purpose; and 

�Í �� providing public benefit. 

Additional standards 

1.6. 

1.7. 

Develop your charity’s strategic plan and associated operational plans. 

Make sure there is an appropriate system in place to: 

�Í �� monitor progress against your plans; and 

�Í �� evaluate the effectiveness of the work of your charity. 

1.8. From time to time, consider the advantages and disadvantages of working in 

partnership with other charities, including merging or dissolving (winding up). 
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Principle 2: 
Behaving with integrity 

Why this principle is important 

Ethics are fundamental in the charity sector. Statements about ethos can undoubtedly 

play an important role, but it is when these values are lived out that they are at their 

most powerful. Charity trustees have the power to create an ethical culture and set a 

tone where agreed values are reflected in everything the charity does. The behaviour of 

individual charity trustees is very important; they must lead by example. 

The legal duty to act in the best interests of the charity means that charity trustees 

must: 

�Í �� be independent; and 

�Í �� not act in their own personal interest or the interest of other individuals or bodies. 

This principle also means that charity trustees should maintain confidentiality about 

sensitive board matters. However, this requirement for confidentiality does not apply if 

it becomes necessary for a charity trustee to inform the Charities Regulator about any 

matter which could threaten the future of the charity. 
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Putting the principle into action� 

2.� Core standards for behaving with integrity 

2.1.� Agree the basic values that matter to your charity and publicise these, so that 

everyone involved understands the way things should be done and how everyone 

is expected to behave. 

2.2.� Decide how you will deal with conflicts of interests and conflicts of loyalties. You 

should also decide how you will adhere to the Charities Regulator’s guidelines on 

this topic9. 

2.3.� Have a code of conduct for your board that is signed by all charity trustees. It must 

make clear the standard of behaviour expected from charity trustees. This includes 

things like maintaining board confidentiality and what to do in relation to: 

�Í �� gifts and hospitality; and 

�Í �� out-of-pocket expenses. 

There are no additional standards for this principle as behaving with integrity applies 

equally to all charities, whatever their size or complexity. 

9 See ‘Managing Conflicts of Interest’ guidance document  - available from:                                   
�K�W�W�S�V�������Z�Z�Z���F�K�D�U�L�W�L�H�V�U�H�J�X�O�D�W�R�U���L�H���P�H�G�L�D�������������P�D�Q�D�J�L�Q�J���F�R�Q�À�L�F�W�V���R�I���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W���P�D�\�������������S�G�I 
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Principle 3: 
Leading people 

Why this principle is important 

The most essential resource of any charity is its people. This means people should feel 

valued and have clarity around their own roles and the roles of others. Charity trustees 

are responsible for providing leadership to volunteers, employees and contractors. 

This includes taking their duty of care towards these people seriously and promoting a 

culture of respect. 

As employers, charities with paid staff also have particular legal responsibilities. 
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Putting the principle into action� 

3. Core standards for leading people 

3.1. Be clear about the roles of everyone working in and for your charity, both on a 

voluntary and paid basis. 

3.2. Make sure there are arrangements in place for the effective involvement of any 

volunteers, including what to do if any problems arise. 

3.3. Make sure there are arrangements in place that comply with employment 

legislation for all paid staff including: 

�Í �� recruitment; 

�Í �� training and development; 

�Í �� support, supervision and appraisal; 

�Í �� remuneration (money paid for work) and dismissal. 

3.4. Agree operational policies where necessary, to guide the actions of everyone 

involved in your charity. 

Additional standards 

3.5.� Make sure to document the roles, legal duties and delegated responsibility for 

decision-making of: 

�Í �� individual charity trustees and the board as a whole; �

�Í �� any sub-committees or working groups;� 

�Í �� staff and volunteers.� 

3.6.� Make sure that there are written procedures in place which set out how 

volunteers are: 

�Í �� recruited, supported and supervised while within your charity; and 

�Í �� the conditions under which they exit. 

3.7.� Decide how you will develop operational policy in your charity. You also need to 

decide how your charity trustees will make sure that the policy is put in place and 

kept up to date. 
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Principle 4: 
Exercising control 

Why this principle is important 

All charities, no matter what their complexity, must abide by all legal and regulatory 

requirements that are relevant to the work they do. The charity trustees are responsible 

for making sure this happens. Charity trustees must understand that the governing 

document of a charity is a legally binding document in its own right. 

The trustees are also responsible for a charity’s funds and any property or other assets 

that it holds. As much as is possible, they must also consider and reduce risks to which 

their charity is exposed. 

It is essential that you exercise proper control of your charity. This goes a long way to 

keeping the confidence of: 

�Í �� regulators; 

�Í �� funders; 

�Í �� beneficiaries; and 

�Í �� the general public. 
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Putting the principle into action� 

4.� Core standards for exercising control 

4.1.� Decide if your charity’s current legal form and governing document are fit for 

purpose. Make changes if necessary, telling the Charities Regulator in advance 

that you are doing so. 

4.2.� Find out the laws and regulatory requirements that are relevant to your charity 

and comply with them. 

4.3.� If your charity raises funds from the public, read the Charities Regulator’s 

guidelines10 on this topic and make sure that your charity adheres to them as 

they apply to your charity. 

4.4.� Make sure you have appropriate financial controls in place to manage and 

account for your charity’s money and other assets11. 

4.5.� Identify any risks your charity might face and how to manage these. 

4.6.� Make sure your charity has appropriate and adequate insurance cover. 

Additional standards 

4.7.� Have written procedures to make sure that you comply with all relevant legal and 

regulatory requirements. 

4.8.� Make sure there is a formal risk register that your board regularly reviews. 

4.9.� Consider adopting additional good practice standards that are relevant to the 

particular work that your charity does. 

10 See ‘Guidelines for Charitable Organisations on Fundraising from the Public’ - available from:  
�K�W�W�S�V�������Z�Z�Z���F�K�D�U�L�W�L�H�V�U�H�J�X�O�D�W�R�U���L�H���P�H�G�L�D�������������J�X�L�G�D�Q�F�H���I�R�U���I�X�Q�G�U�D�L�V�L�Q�J���H�Q�J�O�L�V�K���S�G�I 

11 See ‘Internal Financial Controls Guidelines for Charities’ -  available from: 
�K�W�W�S�V�������Z�Z�Z���F�K�D�U�L�W�L�H�V�U�H�J�X�O�D�W�R�U���L�H���P�H�G�L�D�������������¿�Q�D�Q�F�L�D�O���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�V���J�X�L�G�H�O�L�Q�H�V���M�X�Q�H�������������S�G�I 
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Principle 5: 
Working effectively 

Why this principle is important 

Running a charity well means you need capable charity trustees who work together as 

an effective team. Board meetings are especially important, as this is where charity 

trustees exercise their collective authority. It is also important that there is a good 

mix of skills, experience and background amongst charity trustees and that these are 

refreshed on an ongoing basis. It is vital that new charity trustees receive a proper 

induction to the charity. 

Putting the principle into action 

5.� Core standards for working effectively 

5.1.� Identify charity trustees with the necessary skills to undertake: 

�Í �� any designated roles set out in your governing document; and �

�Í �� other roles as appropriate within the board.� 

5.2.� Hold regular board meetings.  Give enough notice before meetings and provide 

prepared agendas. 

5.3.� At a minimum, your board agendas should always include these items: 

�Í �� reporting on activities;� 

�Í �� review of finances; and� 

�Í �� conflicts of interests and loyalties.� 

5.4.� Make sure that your charity trustees have the facts to make informed decisions at 

board meetings and that these decisions are recorded accurately in the minutes. 

5.5.� Consider introducing term limits for your charity trustees, with a suggested 

maximum of nine years in total. 
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5.6.� Recruit suitable new charity trustees as necessary and make sure that they 

receive an induction. 

5.7.� Make sure all of your trustees understand: 

�Í �� their role as charity trustees;� 

�Í �� the charity’s governing document; and �

�Í �� this Code.� 

5.8.� Commit to resolving problems and emerging issues as quickly as possible and in 

the best interests of your charity. 

5.9.� From time to time, review how your board operates and make any necessary 

improvements. 

Additional standards 

5.10. Make sure you send out board packs with enough notice and include all relevant 

reports and explanatory papers to enable informed decision-making. 

5.11. Make sure that you have a charity trustee succession plan in place and consider 

how you can maximise diversity among your charity trustees. 

5.12. Put in place a comprehensive induction programme for new charity trustees. 

5.13. Conduct a regular review that includes an assessment of: 

�Í �� the effectiveness of your board as a whole, office holders and individual 

charity trustees; 

�Í �� adherence to the board code of conduct; and 

�Í �� the structure, size, membership and terms of reference of any sub-

committees. 

5.14. Do regular skills audits and provide appropriate training and development to 

charity trustees. If necessary, recruit to fill any competency gaps on the board or 

of your charity. 
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Principle 6: �
Being accountable and transparent� 

Why this principle is important 

Accountability for your charity does not just mean accounting for the money you have 

brought in and spent (although that is clearly very important). It involves being open 

and transparent about all charity matters. It is about being able to: 

�Í �� stand over what your charity does and how it does it; and 

�Í �� justify this to any person or group who queries what your charity has done or is 

doing. 

As an organisation set up to provide public benefit, this means you should be able to 

explain this to anyone who asks. 

A charity’s stakeholders are any individuals or groups of people who have a legitimate 

stake in the work of that charity. This includes: 

�Í �� the people who benefit (directly or indirectly) from any services provided by the 

charity; 

�Í �� members; 

�Í �� staff and volunteers; 

�Í �� partner organisations and supporters; 

�Í �� funders and donors; 

�Í �� regulators; 

�Í �� public representatives; and 

�Í �� the general public. 

Being open and transparent is an important way for charities to build public trust not 

only in their own organisation, but also in the charity sector as a whole. 
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Putting the principle into action� 

6.� Core standards for being accountable and transparent 

6.1.� Make sure that the name and Registered Charity Number (RCN) of your charity is 

displayed on all of your written materials, including your: 

�Í �� website;� 

�Í �� social media platforms; and �

�Í �� email communications.� 

6.2.� Identify your stakeholders and decide how you will communicate with them. 

6.3.� Decide if and how you will involve your stakeholders in your: 

�Í �� planning;� 

�Í �� decision-making; and �

�Í �� review processes.� 

6.4.� Make sure you have a procedure for dealing with: 

�Í �� queries;� 

�Í �� comments; and �

�Í �� complaints.� 

6.5.� Follow the reporting requirements of all of your funders and donors, both public 

and private. 

Additional standards 

6.6.� Produce unabridged (full) financial accounts and make sure that these and your 

charity’s annual report are widely available and easy for everyone to access. 

6.7.� Make sure all the codes and standards of practice to which your charity 

subscribes are publicly stated. 

6.8.� Regularly review any complaints your charity receives and take action to improve 

organisational practice. 
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