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[bookmark: 2]This is a Regulatory Case Report of the Charity 
Commission’s case concerning party political activity carried 
out by the League Against Cruel Sports (‘the Charity’). The 
Commission’s report was published on 1 April 2010.

It appeared from a press release and a question commissioned in a poll on behalf of the Charity 

that it had criticised a national political party for its proposed actions in relation to the ban on 
hunting. The press release and question in the poll raised public interest issues about the nature 
of the political activities carried out by the Charity. These had the potential to impact not only 
on the work and reputation of the Charity but also on public trust and confidence in charities 
generally. This report also identifies issues for the wider sector.

Accordingly, having regard to the principles of best regulatory practice, the Charity Commission 

(‘the Commission’) has decided to publish this Regulatory Case Report1.

The Charity 

1.  The League Against Cruel Sports was originally a non-charitable, unincorporated association founded 

in 1924. It established a charitable arm called Working for Wildlife, which was incorporated as a 
company and registered as a charity in 2003 (charity registration number 1095234). This charitable 
company was subsequently renamed The League Trust. In 2008, following a restructuring, the 
original unincorporated League was disbanded. The charitable company was then renamed the 
League Against Cruel Sports. 

2.  The Charity’s purposes are:

•  the care and protection of animals, ecology, natural history, conservation and environmental 

studies; 

•  the prevention of all forms of cruelty to animals; 

•  the conservation, preservation, protection and restoration of the natural resources, natural beauty 

and animal and plant life of the world and lands and buildings of beauty, historic interest or 
of ecological or scientific importance; and, as regards lands, for the preservation, as far as is 
practicable, of their natural aspect, features and animal and plant life.

3.  The Charity campaigns to alleviate the suffering of animals in cruel sports in furtherance of its 

purposes. Its activities include educating the public about animal welfare issues (including the 
distribution of educational material to schools and colleges) and giving information and training to 
police wildlife crimes officers. The Charity maintains over 2,000 acres of land as sanctuaries for the 
protection and study of wildlife and its environment. This provides it with research data helping it to 
inform people as to how the Charity can better protect and care for wildlife. 

4.  The Charity’s accounts for the financial year end 31 December 2008 show an income of £4,095,480 

and expenditure of £2,107,685. 

1  More information on Regulatory Case Reports can be found on the Commission’s website under the heading ‘Our regulatory activity’
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[bookmark: 3]Source of Concern
5.  Our attention was drawn to a press release that the Charity had issued on 1 June 2009 about a 

question that it had commissioned in a poll. Charities can engage in political activity which supports 
their charitable purposes but must not engage in party political activity. In this case, both the press 
release and the question appeared to be party political in nature. 

6.  The poll contained a question (below) about the Conservative Party’s policy on hunting with dogs. 

This question appeared to be designed to elicit a particular response for the purpose of criticising 
the party.

‘In 2002, a senior Conservative Party politician described the party as having been regarded 
as “the nasty party”. The current Conservative leader has sought to rebrand them as the 
“Compassionate Conservatives”. Do you think the Conservative pledge to hold a vote on 
whether to make the hunting with dogs of deer, hares and foxes legal again is MORE in 
keeping with a ‘nasty party’ or a ‘Compassionate Conservative’ party?’

7.  We were concerned about the wording of the press release that highlighted the response to this 

question. It was headed ‘Poll reveals Tories firmly viewed as ‘nasty party’ on hunting - 70% of 
public disagree with Conservatives’. It included the following comments:

‘More than double the number of people think the Conservatives are more like a ‘nasty party’ 
than a ‘compassionate Conservative’ party, according to a poll published today.

The poll shows that only 23% of the public think the Conservatives are the ‘compassionate’ 
party whilst more than double that number (56%) think the Tories are the ‘nasty party’ on the 
issue of hunting. In answer to a separate question, 70% believe the Conservatives are wrong 
to commit parliamentary time to the hunting issue.’ 

8.  The press release appeared to criticise the political party rather than seeking to influence public 

opinion on a particular issue. A charity can use emotive or controversial campaign material, where 
this is lawful and justifiable in the context of the campaign. However the wording chosen by the 
Charity was party political in character and went beyond the sort of statement that a charity can 
properly make. 

Issues examined
9.  A case was opened for the purpose of determining whether the Charity was complying with 

our published guidance Speaking out: Guidance on Campaigning and Political Activity by 
Charities (CC9). The case was closed on the publication of this report on 1 April 2010. The Charity 
cooperated fully with the Commission’s enquiries throughout. 
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10.  The Commission found that the press release and a question in a poll that was asked on behalf 

of the Charity were party political in nature in that they could be seen to be critical of a national 
political party, contrary to charity law and the Commission’s guidance.  

11.  The Charity takes the view that campaigning is an effective way of achieving the Charity’s purpose 

of ending cruelty to animals. It therefore seeks to persuade and inform the public and members 
of the main political parties. However, it has acknowledged that it is not acceptable for the Charity 
to support or oppose a political party. The Charity also accepts that political campaigning can only 
be undertaken in support of its charitable purposes, and must not become permanently the only 
means by which the Charity pursues its purposes.

Conclusions
12.  The activity described above (paragraphs 5 to 8) was not appropriate or acceptable activity for a 

charity. 

Outcome 
13.  The Charity accepted that it must ensure that it does not engage in party political activity when 

running a campaign for or against a change in the law or government policy. The Charity has 
informed us that it will ensure that it is independent and neutral in party political matters. 

14.  Charities can publish the views of election candidates where these views relate to the charity’s 

purposes, and publishing them will support the charity’s work (for example, by raising public 
interest in a particular issue). The Charity informed us that, in the run up to the forthcoming General 
Election, it intends to publish candidates’ views on the particular issue of the repeal of the Hunting 
Act 2004. This supports its purpose of preventing cruelty to animals. The Charity is aware of our 
guidelines and has committed to ensuring that they are adhered to. 

15.  The Commission provided the Charity with advice and guidance regarding the legal and regulatory 

requirements that must be complied with by charities engaging in political activities. In particular, 
the Commission explained that charities must be, and be seen to be, independent of party politics. 
The charity accepted this advice and withdrew its previously published press release. 

16.  The trustees have stated that: 

•  the Charity will maintain its independence from party politics in the run up to the General 

Election; 

•  the Charity will neither support nor oppose particular political parties or candidates;

•  the trustees will record their rationale for judging the effectiveness of their political campaigns 

in support of their charitable purposes. They will satisfy themselves that any expenditure of 
charitable resources on campaigning will be, and has been, reasonable. 
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[bookmark: 5]Issues for the wider sector 
17.  At any time, including in the run up to a General Election, it is essential for charities to ensure that 

they are, and are seen to be, independent of party politics. The need for impartiality is intensified 
prior to an election, and charities must take particular care when undertaking any activities in the 
political arena. We therefore strongly urge trustees to make themselves aware of the guidance 
we have published on our website. We consider this to be essential for charities engaging in 
campaigning and political activity. 

18.  The relevant guidance is: 

•  Speaking out: Guidance on Campaigning and Political Activity by Charities (CC9). This guidance 

describes the activities that a charity can undertake under the existing law.

•  Charities and Elections. This supplementary guidance is for use by charities during the period 

between the announcement of an election, and the date on which an election is held.

19.  A charity must not support or promote the interests of a political party. It must never indicate to 

its supporters which candidate to support in an election. Equally, a charity is not able to criticise or 
oppose a political party. Being independent – ie not being partisan – therefore includes both not 
supporting a particular party and not criticising a particular political party.  

20.  The reasoning is the same in both cases: a political party is concerned with securing political office 

and characteristically has a range of policies, most of which have nothing whatsoever to do with the 
charity’s purposes. To support a party, or to criticise it, goes beyond simply furthering the purposes 
of the charity. We explain in our guidance that ‘if a charity endorses a party because it agrees with 
one policy (say on climate change), it is effectively supporting the party as a whole and will be 
endorsing the party’s wider policies (say on taxation, education, defence etc) which are nothing to 
do with the charity’s purposes’. 

21.  Where a charity has a view about what the law or government policy should be with regard to a 

particular issue, it may make voters aware of the views of political parties and candidates about 
that issue. By doing so, it will raise public interest in the issue; it may create a groundswell of 
support for its own views on the issue. However, it must not encourage support for any political 
party or for any candidate. The charity must ensure that it campaigns on issues which further 
its purposes and must not support (or oppose) a particular political party. The charity can try to 
influence public opinion on a particular issue, but it must not try to influence the electorate’s 
decision about which party or candidate to vote for. 

22.  The Commission takes allegations of party political activity very seriously. We will investigate 

any corroborated allegations of charities acting outside our guidance on charity law and, where 
necessary, we will use our regulatory powers to intervene.

4



[bookmark: 6]You can obtain large-print versions

of this publication from the Charity

Commission on 0845 300 0218

Charity Commission
Telephone:  0845 300 0218
Typetalk:  0845 300 0219
Website: 

www.charitycommission.gov.uk




    

  

  
