
 

 

David Robb 
Chief Executive 
Office of the Scottish Charities Regulator 
2nd Floor 
Quadrant House 
9 Riverside Drive 
Dundee 
DD1 4NY 

10 May 2013 
 

Dear David 
 
CUKT response to Guidance for Charity Trustees on the Referendum on Independence 
for Scotland 
 
The Carnegie UK Trust welcomes the draft guidance from OSCR for Charity Trustees on 
the independence referendum.  As you are aware, the Trust has recently carried out 
research into the approach taken by charities to the referendum (A Charitable Concern, 
Dec 2012). We have used this research and our own experiences as a charity registered in 
Scotland to respond to the three questions set out by OSCR.   

1. Do you think the guidance is helpful? 
We support the guidance and believe it will assist charity trustees in better 
understanding the issues involved in participating in the independence debate.  Our 
research with large charities in Scotland found that many were underprepared, with 
only 8% of Scottish-only charities, and 12% of those with UK links, reporting any 
internal preparations had been undertaken (though it should be noted that the survey 
data is from 2012).   

Very few organisation reported to us that they had, at that time, made a public 
statement on further constitutional change (for example responding to the Calman 
Commission). Interviews and discussions with senior stakeholders prior to publication 
of our research suggested that there was a deep concern at becoming engaged in 
such a polarised debate.  Stakeholder appeared unclear about the boundaries of 
debate, where engagement may be considered to be supporting a political party for 
example, and concerned about impact of negative publicity on organisations 
reputations.   
 
The Carnegie UK Trust very much supports democratic debate.  We are concerned 
that some charities feel unable to engage in debate about issues that are within their 
charitable purposes in case it was seen to be a party political activity. 
 
The draft guidance clearly articulates the boundary of charitable involvement in the 
debate and provides useful suggestions to Trustee on issues that they should consider 
before engaging in the debate.  Such planning, and internal debate, will assist 
charities in considering whether to become involved in the referendum debate.  The 



2 
 

guidance therefore supports democratic debate by assisting charities to consider how 
to become involved in the debate in an appropriate way. 

2. Are the practical examples useful? 
The practical examples are helpful, particularly as they allay fears about the process 
by helping Trustees visualise the guidance in practice. There are two places in the 
guidance where an additional practical example would be helpful: 
 Q2 (organisational planning).  An example here would be helpful. The CUKT 

Board recently discussed a paper on the implications of further constitutional 
change on the organisation.  This provided Trustees with an opportunity to 
discuss potential risks and approve a statement of neutrality that was circulated 
to Trustees and staff. 

 Q3 (point D on reputational damage).  This is a key issue for the charities that we 
spoke to during our research.  An example could be around a membership charity 
that carefully consults with its members to ensure it has their support before 
making a public statement on an issue being debated as part of the 
independence referendum (for example on welfare or immigration). 

3. Are there any important questions we've not covered? 
Our research and our own experiences uncovered a risk that staff, working with 
members of the public or with stakeholders, may be asked for their views on the 
independence debate.  We believe that it is important that staff do not give the 
impression that personal views are the views of the organisation that they work for.  
We recommend that a short additional question on staff supporting ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 
should be included, along the lines of Q6 on charity trustees. To mitigate against this 
risk we developed and issued a simple position statement for CUKT staff and Trustees 
(which can be sent to stakeholders if they request information on our position). The 
statement reads:  The Carnegie UK Trust has a long history of work to support healthy 
democracy and active citizenship.  We will continue to support debate and 
deliberation in Scotland during the period 2013 and 2014.  However, as a charity, we 
take no position on the relative advantages or disadvantages of independence for 
Scotland.    

 
We believe it is important that charities have the opportunity to discuss and debate the 
issues around independence in a ‘safe space’ and are pleased to be working with 
ACOSVO to host 3 seminars over the course of 2013.  For further information on these 
seminars or other activities please contact Jennifer Wallace, Policy Manager at 
jennifer@carnegieuk.org.  
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Martyn Evans 
Chief Executive 
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