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Guidance for local authorities which are sole corporate trustees for charities in 
their area.

Types of charities under local authority control

Charities where the local authority is trustee of a public facility

A public facility could include:

•	open spaces, such as recreation grounds, playing fields (including some King George’s Fields), public 
gardens, common land, allotments and car parks 

•	 cultural facilities, such as concert halls, art galleries, museums and buildings of architectural or 
historic interest 

•	other civic buildings, such as reading rooms, town halls, libraries and leisure centres 

•	war memorials 

This is not an exhaustive list and nor will all public facilities be charitable property. They may be part 
of the local authority’s statutory property. You will need to check the basis on which the local authority 
acquired control of the property to see whether it is held on charitable trusts.

It is important to know if the property is charity property, or not, because that will affect how the 
local authority can deal with it, for example, if it wants to develop the property or sell it. See Property 
transactions, Transfer of assets and Consolidation of small funds for more information.

Charities where the local authority is trustee of a fund including appeals

These include school prize funds and grant-making funds.

Checking who’s the trustee
You’re a councillor or a council employee. You attend a charity’s trustee meetings or deal with the 
charity’s day-to-day administration.

•	Are you there because you are a trustee? 

•	Or are you carrying out the charity’s business on behalf of the council because it is the trustee of 
the charity? 

•	Or is there some other reason for your involvement, perhaps representing the council in another 
capacity, eg as a major funder of the charity? 

It’s important to understand your role and what its responsibilities and liabilities might be. These 
questions can help you to check.
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1.	Has	the	Council	the	right	to	appoint	one	or	more	trustees	to	the	charity’s	board?

If the Council has appointed you as a trustee:

•	 you, rather than the Council, have responsibility for the administration of the charity 

•	 you will be personally liable for the decisions you make 

•	 you must act in the interests of the charity, not those of the Council 

2.	Does	the	charity’s	governing	document	specify	that	the	Council	is	the	trustee?

If the Council is itself the charity trustee:

•	 you are not a trustee and do not have the responsibilities or liabilities of a trustee 

•	 you may be managing the charity’s affairs on the Council’s behalf 

If the Council is only the custodian trustee, then

•	 it does not have the responsibilities of a charity trustee 

•	 it must act only on the directions of the managing trustees (eg the management committee of a 
village hall) unless to do so would create a breach of trust 

3.	Has	the	charity	voluntarily	invited	you	as	a	representative	of	the	Council	to	inform/observe	
its	meetings?

You have no legal responsibility for the charity. You cannot make decisions relating to its administration 
nor vote at its meetings.

Checking the charity is fit for purpose
Charities are created to meet particular social and economic needs. Those needs are likely to change over 
time and charities should adapt to continue being relevant and effective to those they are meant to serve.

These questions help you to review whether your charity is still fit for purpose. 

1.	Is	the	charity	still	capable	of	carrying	out	its	objects?

Are there still enough people who can properly benefit from the charity? Is the nature of the benefit/
service offered by the charity relevant to modern needs?

2.	Could	the	charity’s	assets	be	more	efficiently/effectively	used	in	conjunction	with	another	
similar	charity?

Is the scale of the charity’s assets too small to achieve sufficient impact on their own? Is the cost of 
administering the assets out of proportion to the size of those assets?

3.	If	the	charity	has	permanent	endowment	capital,	would	it	be	useful	to	be	able	to	spend	all	or	
some	of	the	capital	as	income?

For example, if the charity is small and you want to wind it up.

4.	Are	the	trustee	arrangements	still	appropriate?

Is it still in the charity’s interest for the charity trustee/custodian trustee to be the local authority? Would 
it be useful to have some/all independent trustees? Would the charity benefit from having user trustees?
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5.	Does	the	charity	have	all	the	administrative	arrangements	and	powers	it	needs?

Does the governing document allow you to do the things that you need to do to run the charity effectively?

6.	Does	the	charity	have	the	appropriate	legal	form?

If it is an unincorporated body, would it be suitable to set up a new charity that is a corporate body to 
which its assets could be transferred?

Managing and planning for change
Questions to help you consider your charity’s future.

1.	Have	you	considered	the	future	sustainability	of	the	charity	you	manage	–	balancing	what	is	
needed	now	with	what	will	be	needed	in	the	future?

2.	Have	you	identified	the	mix	of	skills,	knowledge	and	experience	which	the	charity	needs?

3.	Have	you	reviewed	whether	your	charity’s	governing	document	gives	you	the	powers	you	need	
to	achieve	the	charity’s	purposes	and	to	manage	resources	effectively?

4.	Have	you	started	to	review	and	assess	the	risks	faced	by	the	charity	in	all	areas	of	work	and	to	
plans	for	the	management	of	those	risks?

5.	Have	you	considered	whether	collaborations	and	partnerships	with	other	organisations	could	
improve	efficiency,	the	use	of	funds	and	the	better	delivery	of	benefits	and	services	to	your	
charity’s	users?

6.	Have	you	reviewed	whether	the	charity’s	purposes	as	set	out	in	the	governing	document	are	up	
to	date	and	relevant	to	the	needs	of	your	charity’s	users?

7.	Do	you	identify	emerging	trends	in	the	environment	in	which	your	charity	operates	and	use	this	
information	as	part	of	your	planning	processes?

8.	Have	you	ensured	financial	sustainability	by	managing	cash	flow	and	monitoring	and	reviewing	
financial	performance	during	the	year?

9.	Have	you	considered	the	sources	of	your	charity’s	income	and	have	a	strategy	in	place	to	raise	
the	funds	it	needs	-	diversifying	sources	of	income	as	far	as	possible?

10.	Are	you	complying	with	your	legal	obligations	(and	best	practice),	as	set	out	in	the	Statement	
of	Recommended	Practice	(SORP),	to	produce	annual	accounts	and	a	report	which	includes	an	
explanation	of	what	the	charity	has	done	for	the	public	benefit	during	the	year?

Managing small funds
A local authority may be trustee of several separate small trust funds, eg school prize funds and grant-
making funds. Several issues can arise:

•	 the funds may not have enough income for the purpose they were set up for 

•	 the cost of administration may be out of proportion to the income 

•	 they may get overlooked or forgotten 
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Charity law provides for some solutions for dealing with such charities. Use these questions to help you 
review the situation.

1.	Are	you	clear	about	who	the	trustees	are?	Is	it	the	Council	itself,	Council	members	or	officers	
nominated	by	the	Council,	or	individuals	that	include	a	specific	post	holder	(eg	the	Mayor)?

2.	Do	you	have	an	up-to-date	asset	list	of	the	trust	funds	of	which	the	Council	is	trustee?

3.	Is	there	central	oversight	of	the	management	of	all	the	Council’s	trust	funds?

4.	Do	you	have	a	copy	of	all	the	trust	funds’	governing	documents?

5.	Does	each	fund	have	clear	written	purposes	and	administrative	provisions?	If	not,	does	the	
Council	have	the	power	to	declare	trusts	for	the	charity?

6.	Do	any	of	the	funds	need	to	be	registered	with	us?

7.	Are	any	of	the	funds	large	enough	that	their	accounts	need	to	be	submitted	to	us?

8.	Do	you	review	regularly	the	trust	funds’	investments?

9.	Are	you	spending	money	in	accordance	with	the	funds’	respective	governing	documents?

10.	Are	the	funds	still	relevant	to	modern	circumstances?

11.	Are	there	any	relevant	policies	relating	to	the	making	of	grants?	Are	these	followed?	Do	they	
need	updating?

12.	Is	there	a	formal	grant	application	process?

13.	How	are	grant	applications	assessed?

14.	Are	conditions	applied	to	any	grants	made?	Do	they	need	updating?

15.	Are	there	monitoring	procedures	in	place	to	ensure	the	grant	is	being	spent	in	accordance	with	
the	grant	conditions,	if	any?

16.	Have	you	considered	consolidating	and/or	transferring	the	funds?

Property transactions

All charities have to follow rules for managing transactions involving the disposal of an interest in land, eg 
selling or leasing. These rules are to make sure that the charity’s financial interests are protected and that 
the services it provides to its users are able to continue, as far as possible.

Many charity transactions involving a disposal of an interest in land do not require our authority. However, 
all trustees have a legal duty of care towards their charities. We strongly recommend that trustees should 
consider properly all reasonable options when making decisions that will have a significant effect on 
charity land and its use. Our general guidance on dealing with property explains when our authority is 
required and highlights issues to consider when selling or buying land.

Sales, leases, transfers or mortgages: what trustees need to know about disposing of charity land (CC28)

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sales-leases-transfers-or-mortgages-what-trustees-need-to-know-about-disposing-of-charity-land-cc28
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Specific issues for local authorities which are charity trustees include:

1.	Conflicts	of	interests

Local authorities also have to manage the conflicts of interest that can arise because of the different ‘hats’ they may 
be wearing - for example, as land-holding charity trustees, as the provider of statutory amenities, and as planning 
authorities. See: Conflicts of interest

2.	Consulting	the	local	community

Where a local authority is the trustee of charity land, there is often another important factor to take into account - the 
voice of local inhabitants. This is because the land is often a facility intended for local community use eg a recreation 
ground or public building. Proposals for a major change in the way the land is used, or for the sale or lease of a 
significant part, or all, of the land, will have an impact on its use by the public. There are likely to be strong local views.

We encourage trustees to review their charity’s purposes regularly to check that they are still relevant to the needs of 
its users. A local authority as a charity trustee is entitled to consider the suitability and the viability of the charitable 
property it manages, and to make proposals for the future of charity land and other assets.

However, we know from our casework that, if such proposals are not managed carefully, they can create problems for 
the local authority, including financial loss and reputational risk.

Transfer of assets (land and buildings)
The general principle is that charity property being transferred must:

•	 continue to be charity property 

•	 continue to be used for similar purposes to those for which it was originally used 

However, a charity cannot generally transfer its property to a non-charitable body or for a non-charitable purpose – eg 
charity land could not be transferred to a local authority to form part of its statutory property, even if it were to be used 
for purposes similar to those formerly undertaken by the charity.

Here are some things to think about before transferring charity assets to another body:

1.	Have	you	checked	that	the	land	is	a	charitable	asset,	and	is	not	part	of	the	Council’s	statutory	property?

2.	Is	the	land	you	want	to	transfer	‘designated	land’?	This	is	land	which	was	acquired	to	be	used	for	the	
purposes	of	the	charity.	If	you	have	such	land,	you	can’t	use	the	simplified	process	of	the	Charities	Act	for	
transferring	land,	and	you	usually	can’t	change	the	use	of	the	land	without	the	Commission’s	involvement,	
even	if	you	transfer	it	to	another	body	to	manage.

3.	Do	you	need	to	manage	a	possible	conflict	of	interest	arising	because	the	Council	is	both	the	charity	trustee	
and	a	local	authority	with	an	interest	in	the	land	in	its	statutory	capacity?

4.	Have	you	involved	the	local	community	in	the	proposals	to	transfer	the	land?

5.	Is	the	transfer	the	best	way	of	serving	the	charity’s	beneficiaries	in	future?

6.	Is	the	body	to	which	the	land	is	to	be	transferred	a	charity?	If	not,	that	body	would	have	to	hold	the	property	
on	charitable	trusts	separate	from	its	other	assets.

7.	Does	the	body	receiving	the	land	have	sufficient	resources	to	manage	and	maintain	the	land?

8.	Have	you	considered	what	legal	methods	are	open	to	you	to	carry	out	the	transfer?

http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/trustees-staff-and-volunteers/trustee-board/conflicts-of-interest/
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You may be able to use a simplified process if the land is not ‘designated land’ (see question 2). You 
should check to see if the charity’s governing document gives you power to transfer the trusteeship of 
the charity. You might need a Scheme from the Commission in some circumstances, for example:

•	 if there is no clear power to permit the transfer 

•	 if the land is designated land and its use will be changed 

•	 if the receiving body isn’t a charity 

•	 if the transfer involves innovative methods, eg a lease-back arrangement 

Consolidation of small funds
Local authorities may manage several small charitable funds (not including land). The funds might cover a 
range of charitable activity, such as education and recreation.

As the charity trustee, the Council has a duty to review whether these funds continue to be effective in 
delivering the benefits they were originally set up for. For example, if the income they generate is very 
small, and is no longer sufficient to provide meaningful benefits, the Council could consider whether the 
charities would be more effective, and easier to administer, if they were:

•	 consolidated into one fund, and/or 

•	 transferred to another charity to administer 

The Charities Act provides simplified procedures for dealing with small charities, including changing their 
purposes and transferring assets. Using these procedures can be an easy way of creating a consolidated pool 
of charitable money that can be spent on a wider range of charitable purposes than those of the original 
charities. This can help free up the potential of these assets for the benefit of the local community.

Two possible options are:

1.	Passing	the	assets	to	a	new	charity	run	by	the	Council with wide charitable purposes fo r the 
benefit of the local community.

This is suitable where:

•	 there are a worthwhile number of small funds with sufficient monetary value when consolidated, and 

•	 the Council has other significant charitable assets (for example, a recreation ground or other public 
amenities) which it will continue to manage, and 

•	 the income of the consolidated funds can be used to support and maintain the other charitable 
assets the Council manages 

2.	Passing	the	assets	to	another	separately-run	charity	to be used for wide charitable purposes for 
the benefit of the local community.

This is suitable where:

•	 there are few small funds with a limited monetary value when consolidated 

•	 the Council has few or no other significant charitable manages which it will continue to manage 

•	 the Council is satisfied that the funds will benefit from the expertise and focus that being managed 
by an independent charity can bring 
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Checklist	-	things	to	think	about	before	transferring	charitable	money	to	another	body

1. Have you checked that the money is a charitable asset, and is not part of the Council’s statutory property?

2. Do you need to manage a possible conflict of interest arising because the Council is both the charity 
trustee and a local authority with an interest in the money in its statutory capacity?

3. Is the transfer the best way of serving the charity’s beneficiaries in future?

4. Are you transferring the money to a charity?

5. Does the body receiving the money have sufficient resources to manage the assets effectively?

6. Have you considered what legal methods are open to you to carry out the transfer?

•	Does the charity’s governing document contain a dissolution clause? If so you might be able to do 
the transfer as part of the winding up of your charity – see:  
Tell us your charity has closed 

•	Does the charity’s governing document give you power to transfer trusteeship of the charity? 

•	 Can you use a simplified process to transfer the funds? See:  
Transfer of property for smaller charities 

•	Do you need authority or a scheme from the Commission to make the transfer happen? You might 
need this if, for example, there is no clear power to permit the transfer, or if the receiving body is 
not a charity 

7. Have you considered changing the purposes of the funds before you transfer them? 

If you are able to use the simplified procedure of the Charities Act for the transfer of the funds, you will 
also be able to use similar procedures to change the purposes of the funds. If you do this before any 
transfer, it makes it easier to ensure that the transferred funds have a better ‘fit’ with the purposes of the 
charity you are transferring to.

If the Council has decided to keep the consolidated funds under its management, it has the option 
to establish a new charity with wider purposes for the benefit of the local community, and pass two 
resolutions under the Charities Act to:

•	 change the purposes of the funds to the wider purposes (these must include the original purposes) 

•	 transfer the funds to the new charity 

The section on the simplified process to transfer the funds helps you decide if you can use the simplified 
process to change the purposes of your fund.

For guidance on the process and an online application form, see Transfer of property for smaller charities.

For general guidance on combining charities, see Merging or linking with another charity.

http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/contact-us/update-your-details/tell-us-your-charity-has-closed/
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/detailed-guidance/land-and-property/transfer-of-property-for-smaller-charities/
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/detailed-guidance/land-and-property/transfer-of-property-for-smaller-charities/
http://www.charitycommission.gov.uk/running-a-charity/your-charitys-work/working-with-other-organisations/merging-or-linking-with-another-charity/

