
A ROLE FOR CHARITIES IN THE 
POLICY PROCESS
Across Canada, charities have a wealth of in-depth 
knowledge about their community and the populations 
they serve. Organizations working on the ground can 
identify new or emerging issues and opportunities, 
and be a source of insight and expertise. Sharing this 
knowledge with all levels of government can lead to 
the development and implementation of effective 
policies that build a healthy and vibrant community.

WHAT IS ADVOCACY? 
CRA defines advocacy as demonstrated support 
for a cause or particular point of view. Advocacy 
activities may include public awareness campaigns, 
a  representation to an elected or public official or 
participating in a policy development working group, 
among other examples.

It is important to note that under CRA rules, charities 
can undertake allowable political activities to 
further their charitable purposes, subject to some 
restrictions on the nature and subject of the activities 
and the amount that can be undertaken. 

CRA defines three categories for advocacy activities: 
unrestricted, limited and prohibited.  The following 
pages outline each of these categories and provide 
examples. 

WHAT DO 
CANADIANS THINK?
Canadians think charities should have the 
ability to engage in policy development 
activities, including:

•	 Speaking out on issues like environment, 
poverty and health care: 95%

•	 Meeting with government ministers or 
senior public servants: 94%

•	 Using advertising to speak out about 
their cause: 90%

•	 Organizing letter-writing campaigns: 
83%
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This In Brief provides an overview of what charities can and cannot do under the Canada Revenue Agency’s 
rules for Political Activities by Charities. It includes a checklist to help your organization get started and 

points to resources for more information. Nonprofit organizations that are NOT registered charities are not 
required to adhere to these regulations.

INflueNCINg publIC pOlICy
Rules for Charities engaging in Advocacy

BACKGROUND
In Canada, organizations that are federally registered 
as charities must adhere to a set of rules set out by 
the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA), including rules 
that limit a charity’s ability to engage in certain types 
of political activities. This has led to what some have 
termed an “advocacy chill,” where charities restrict all 
advocacy to avoid risking their charitable status.

However, under CRA’s rules there are a number of 
advocacy activities that are allowed. Understanding 
that your charity’s voice can be heard without risking 
your charitable status is the first step in participating 
more fully in the public policy process. 

?

CHARITABLE PURPOSES: Charities must 
devote most (80-90%) of their resources to their 
charitable purposes and activities. A charity’s 
governing documents set out their charitable 
purposes (also called charitable objects).  
- Canada Revenue Agency



10-20%
The amount of resources a charity can allocate to political activities is determined by its previous year’s annual 
income. Organizations with more than $200,000 in annual income are permitted to devote up to 10% of their 
resources. This is often referred to as the “10% rule.”

Organizations with annual incomes:
•	 below $50,000 can devote up to 20% of their resources to political activities per year.
•	 between $50,000 and $100,000 can devote up to 15% of their resources to political activities per year.
•	 between $100,000 and $200,000 can devote up to 12% of their resources to political activities per year. 

CRA considers “resources” to include financial assets, staff, volunteers, directors, premises and equipment. 
CRA has the authority to suspend the tax receipting privileges of charities for up to one year for exceeding 
or incorrectly reporting on the permitted levels of political activity.  Political activities must be non-partisan; 
organizations cannot directly or indirectly support or oppose any political party or candidate for public office. 
Like an organization’s charitable activities, political activities must be connected and subordinate to the 
organization’s charitable purposes.

NO

YES
To meet their mandates, charities may choose to undertake advocacy activities. As long as these activities fit the 
definition of a “charitable activity,” there are no restrictions on the amount that can be undertaken.

To be defined as “charitable,” advocacy activities cannot fall into either of the two categories outlined below. The 
advocacy activity must be related to and support the organization’s charitable purpose and be a reasonable way of 
achieving these purposes. The activity must also be a minor focus of the charity (see Limited Activity, below) and 
not the main way of furthering its charitable purposes.

All advocacy activities should be based on a position that is well reasoned, and not based on information that is 
false, inaccurate or misleading. In addition, while materials can have some emotional content, they cannot 
primarily appeal to the emotions. If advocacy activities include a political element, such as a call to political action, 
they are no longer considered charitable and fall under either political or prohibited activities.   

UNRESTRICTED ACTIVITY

CRA guidelines on political Activities by Charities

LIMITED ACTIVITY

PROHIBITED ACTIVITY
There are certain types of political activity that charities cannot undertake under any circumstances. They cannot 
engage in illegal activity or partisan political activity, or they will lose their charitable status.

However, if a political party or candidate for public office supports a policy that is also supported by a charity, the 
charity can still promote this policy but it cannot—directly, or indirectly—support the political party or candidate.

Finally, a charity may provide information to its supporters or the public on how all the members of Parliament 
or the legislature of a province, territory or municipal council voted on an issue connected with the charity’s 
purpose. 



CRA UPDATE: In 2012, new legislative measures were introduced that require registered charities to give more details about their political 

activities. Charities carrying out political activities must answer more questions in Section C5 and fill out Schedule 7, Political Activities, 

on their T3010 return. To read the CRA’s full policy statement on Political Activities, please visit www.cra-arc.gc.ca

•	 Undertake public awareness campaigns to help the public make informed decisions related to the work of 
the charity.

•	 Lobby, communicate or meet with an elected representative or official, whether you request the meeting or 
they ask to meet with you.

•	 Release the entire text of a submission, presentation or letter before or after you have delivered it to an 
elected representative or public official, when there is no explicit call to political action* in the text, such as 
posting a letter you have written to a minister on your website. 

*A call to political action is an appeal to members of the charity or the public to contact an elected 
representative or public official to urge them to retain, oppose or change a law, policy or decision of any level 
of government in Canada or a foreign country. Calls to action fall under the Limited Activity category.

FOR EXAMPLE, YOU CAN...

FOR EXAMPLE, YOU CAN...

FOR EXAMPLE, YOU CANNOT...

•	 Communicate a call to political action.
•	 Communicate to the public that the law, policy, or decision of any level of government in Canada or a 

foreign country should be retained (if the retention of the law, policy or decision is being reconsidered by a 
government), opposed, or changed.

•	 Indicate in materials that the intention of the charity’s activity is to pressure an elected representative or 
public official to retain, oppose, or change the law, policy, or decision of any level of government in Canada 
or a foreign country.

•	 Make gifts to qualified donees intended for political activities. However, you must track and report the 
portion of other organizations’ political activities that have been funded by your organization and count 
them toward your 10-20% limit when filing your T3010 returns.

•	 Directly or indirectly support or oppose a candidate for public office or a political party.
•	 Connect your charity’s views to any political party or candidate for public office.
•	 Single out a voting pattern on an issue by any one elected representative or political party.
•	 Reimburse your charity’s officials—including staff, Board or other representatives—for tickets to attend 

political fundraising events, nor allow them to represent your organization at the event, as this conveys the 
impression of partisan political activity. Officials may purchase tickets to attend political events as private 
citizens.

•	 Allow organizations or officials acting on your organization’s behalf to make political contributions. Officials 
may make contributions as private citizens.



fIRST STepS: AN ADVOCACy CHeCKlIST

Organizations undertaking advocacy activities at the federal government level should also review the 
Lobbying Act to assess if they meet the threshold that would require them to register as lobbyists.  
Visit www.ocl-cal.gc.ca for details

This In Brief is intended to provide general information about advocacy rules for charities. If legal or other expert assistance is required, the services of a professional 
should be sought. Other organizations are welcome to distribute, use and quote from any of our publications. We ask that you acknowledge the Calgary Chamber of 
Voluntary Organizations as the source and provide a link to calgarycvo.org. We would also appreciate being informed about where this information is used. 

Are our advocacy activities connected to our organization’s 
charitable purposes?

Do we devote the appropriate (80-90%) of our resources to 
our charitable purpose and activities?

Have we reviewed the CRA’s Policy Statement on Political 
Activities by Charities (CPS-022)?

What categories do our advocacy activities fall into? Are 
they charitable, political or prohibited?

If they are political activities, how will we track the 
resources allocated to this work so we can report it on our 
T3010 return?

Most nonprofit organizations are exempted from Alberta’s Lobbyists Act. Exceptions include 
organizations serving industry, professional, management or union interests. For detailed information, 
visit www.lobbyistsact.ab.ca.

CRA RESOURCES
The full Canada Revenue Agency Policy Statement on Political Activities (CPS-022) provides further details and 
outlines examples to help organizations assess if an activity is charitable, political or prohibited. You can view it at 
www.cra-arc.gc.ca/chrts-gvng/chrts/plcy/cps/cps-022-eng.html.

ABOUT CCVO  
The Calgary Chamber of Voluntary Organizations promotes and strengthens the nonprofit and voluntary sector 
by developing and sharing resources and knowledge, building connections, leading collaborative work, and giving 
voice to critical issues affecting the sector. Visit our website at www.calgarycvo.org for more information, and to 
download a digital copy of this In Brief.
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