
Review of the RSPB Constitution 
 
At the 2018 RSPB AGM the Membership will be asked to approve amendments to the 
RSPB’s Charter. This note provides further information on the proposed amendments, the 
reasons behind them, and why they are key to the RSPB moving forward as an organisation.  
 
This note should be read alongside the full text of the proposed new Charter, which is at the 
end of this document. 
 
A: Background and timeline 
 
From time to time, Council reviews the RSPB’s Charter and Statutes, the instruments of our 
governance, to ensure they are still fit for purpose. Following a review in 2017 and 2018 
Council has proposed a number of changes to ensure that the RSPB can operate flexibly 
and efficiently in a changing world and with a growing and changing range of supporters.  
 
The Privy Council and the RSPB’s Charity Regulators have approved the proposed changes 
in principle. If the new Charter is approved by the RSPB’s membership, the Privy Council will 
be asked to give formal approval to the changes in full, at which point the new constitution 
would come into effect. We would expect this to happen by early 2019.   
 
B: The changes 
 
The changes to the Charter are modest. The charitable objects of the RSPB will remain the 
same as they currently are. The changes to the Charter primarily relate to two areas: 
 
1. Powers 

Clause 5 of the Charter sets out the RSPB’s “Powers”, which are what enables it to carry out 
its charitable objects. The language of many of these Powers (para 5) has been updated and 
also some new Powers have been inserted. We wish to simplify and also provide more detail 
in this section of the constitution, as we have found it helpful to be able to point to explicit 
powers for purposes of clarity.  

This includes the insertion of express powers for the RSPB to: 
- act as trustee; 
- raise money through financial instruments; 
- invest widely and delegate the management of investments; 
- be involved in agricultural activities and enterprises; 
- compromise disputes; and 
- make ex gratia payments subject to the Charities Acts.  

Bye-Laws 
 
We have inserted a new clause 11 “Power to make Bye-Laws”. This is to enable provisions 
regarding administrative matters and matters internal to Council (that do not affect the rights 
of Members or contradict the Charter and Statutes) to be changed more easily in future. This 
would allow the RSPB to be more flexible in its internal organisation and respond more 
quickly to changing circumstances in the charitable sector. 



ELIZABETH THE SECOND by the Grace of God of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland and of Our other Realms and Territories Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, 
Defender of the Faith.  

TO ALL TO WHOM THESE PRESENTS SHALL COME, GREETING! 

WHEREAS His late Majesty King Edward the Seventh did by Royal Charter granted on the 
3rd day of November 1904 (hereinafter referred to as 'the original Charter') incorporate a body 
corporate and politic by the name of 'the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds' (hereinafter 
referred to as 'the Society'): 

AND WHEREAS We were pleased by Supplemental Charter granted on 1st day of April 1957 
and amended on the 24th day of April 1996 (hereinafter referred to as 'the Supplemental 
Charter') to replace provisions of the original Charter: 

AND WHEREAS the Society have by their humble Petition prayed that we would be graciously 
pleased to grant to it a further Supplemental Charter: 

NOW THEREFORE KNOW YE that We, having taken the said Petition into our Royal 
Consideration and being minded to accede thereto, do hereby, for Us, Our Heirs and 
Successors, will, grant and declare as follows: 

1. The Supplemental Charter, except in so far as it preserved provisions of the original 
Charter incorporating the Society and conferring upon it perpetual succession and a 
Common Seal, and the power to sue and be sued, shall be and is hereby revoked, but 
nothing in this revocation shall affect the validity or legality of any act, deed or thing 
done or executed thereunder. 

2. Any person who supports the Objects of the Society (hereinafter referred to as ‘the 
Objects’) and who wishes to support the work of the Society shall be eligible to apply 
to become a Member of the Society in the manner prescribed in the Statutes. 

Objects of the Society 

3. The Objects shall be: 

1) To promote the conservation of biological diversity and the natural environment for the 
public benefit, in particular but not exclusively by: 

a. conserving wild birds and other wildlife, and the environment on which 
they depend; 

b. protecting, restoring and re-creating habitats. 

And, in furtherance of that primary objective, to raise public understanding and 
awareness of, and to provide information on, such matters. 

2) To advance education of the public in conservation of the natural environment. 

Manner of delivering the Objects 

4. In pursuing these Objects the Society shall:  

a. undertake activities in Our United Kingdom, in the Channel Islands and 
the Isle of Man, the UK Overseas Territories and anywhere else in the 
world; and  



b. by so doing seek to persuade the public not only that the beauty of birds 
and nature enriches the lives of many people but also that nature 
conservation is fundamental to a healthy environment upon which the 
survival of the human race depends. 

The Society shall take no part in the question of the killing of game birds and 
legitimate sport of that character except when such practices have an impact 
on the Objects. 

Powers of the Society 

5. The Society shall have the power to do anything that is legal for a natural person to do 
within the laws of Our United Kingdom that is in furtherance of its Objects.  Without 
prejudice to the generality of the foregoing and by way of illustration, the Society shall 
have the power:  

a. To seek support from any body or person by promoting its Objects to 
anyone who may be prepared to support the Society, and 

to receive from them any form of financial or other support (whether by 
way of gift or otherwise). 

b. To take a grant of representation, and 

to act as trustee of Charitable trusts jointly with one or more other trustees 
or, where it may legally do so, as sole trustee. 

c. To draw, make, accept, endorse, discount, execute and issue promissory 
notes, bills, cheques and other instruments, and to operate bank 
accounts in the name of the Society. 

d. To borrow and raise money, with or without security, including through 
financial instruments, bonds and other forms of indebtedness, and  

to give security for loans or other obligations (but only in accordance with 
the restrictions imposed by the Charities Acts), and  

to lend money, with or without security and with or without the payment 
of interest, and 

to guarantee the performance of obligations of any person or organisation 
and to give any warranties, indemnities, guarantees or undertakings on 
account of any covenants, promises, pledges, assurances or trusts that 
might be undertaken by the Society or in connection with any agreement 
or arrangement whatsoever, whether or not the Society is a party to the 
same. 

e. To hold or invest any surplus money not immediately required for the 
Objects, and 

 
to deposit or invest its funds in any manner as may be thought fit 
(including, but not limited to, the establishment of trading or other 
subsidiaries or entities of any kind), but only after obtaining such advice 
from a Financial Expert (as defined in the Statutes) as the Council 
considers necessary and having regard to the suitability of investments 
and the need for diversification. In doing so, the Council may take into 



account any environmental and/or other socially responsible 
considerations, and 
 
to delegate the management of investments to a Financial Expert, on 
such terms that the Council consider appropriate including that: 
 
(i) the investment policy is set down in writing for the Financial Expert 

by the Council; 

(ii) the performance of the investments is reviewed regularly with the 
Council; 

(iii) the Council is entitled to cancel the delegation arrangement at any 
time; 

(iv) the investment policy and the delegation arrangement are regularly 
reviewed by the Council; and 

(v) the Financial Expert must not do anything outside the powers of the 
Society, and 

to arrange for investments or other property of the Society to be held in 
the name of a Nominee Company (as defined in the Statutes) acting 
under the direction of the Council or of a Financial Expert acting under 
their instructions, and to pay any reasonable fee required, and 

to deposit documents and physical assets with any company registered 
or having a place of business in England or Wales as Custodian, and to 
pay any reasonable fee required, and 

to set aside funds for special purposes or as reserves against future 
expenditure, and 

to make Social Investments (as defined in the Statutes) in accordance 
with section 292B Charities Act 2011, as if that section applied to the 
Society. In carrying out Social Investments, the Council will comply with 
the duties set out in section 292C Charities Act 2011 as if that section 
applied to the Society. 

f. To enter into contracts and any other arrangements with any other 
parties. 

g. To employ or otherwise contract for the services of agents, staff or 
advisers (upon such terms and conditions as may be thought fit) and, in 
accordance with the Statutes, to remunerate any person, firm or company 
rendering services to the Society and provide and contribute to pension 
and other death-in-service or other benefits for employees and former 
employees of the Society and their dependants. 

h. To acquire, lease, hire or charge property and/or any interest in, or 
relating to, land of such kind and on such terms and to appoint such 
advisers, surveyors, managers and builders and other contractors on 
such terms as the Council shall determine, and 

to let, license or dispose of any interest in property of any kind (but only 
in accordance with the restrictions imposed by the Charities Acts), and 



to insure the property of the Charity (including, for the avoidance of doubt, 
any property not owned by the Charity but under its control) against any 
foreseeable risk and to take out other insurance policies to protect the 
Charity when required, and 

to alter, improve, mortgage, charge, sell, transfer, grant, assign, demise, 
surrender, exchange or otherwise dispose of or deal with all or any part 
of interest in property. 

i. To undertake and/or provide financial support for agricultural activities, 
including farming, fishing, forestry and woodland management that is in 
furtherance of the Objects.  

j. To promote scientific and other studies by providing grants to individuals 
and institutions, sponsoring of competitions and exhibitions and in any 
other manner that might be appropriate. 

k. To promote an interest in and a knowledge of conservation, biological 
diversity and the natural environment among the general public by 
promoting local groups, organisations for young people and people of all 
ages, the provision of information and in any other appropriate way, and   

to support the work of schools, universities and other educational 
establishments by the provision of information, training and in any other 
fashion, and 

to conduct research and educational activities on the Society's nature 
reserves and elsewhere. 

l. To encourage others to practise the conservation of wild birds, other 
wildlife and the environment on which they depend and to protect, restore 
and re-create habitats. 

m. To publish books, journals and other written, visual, audio or electronic 
and digital material. 

n. To advocate and campaign to influence changes in the law or public 
policy. 

o. To collaborate with others, to exchange information and advice and to 
participate in joint projects. 

p. To support, financially and/or in other ways, the development of 
organisations or to fund the salaries and expenses of individuals where 
the work of such organisations or individuals further the Objects, and to 
be a member of regional, national or international organisations that 
further the Objects and to pay membership dues. 

q. To indemnify and pay the cost of insuring the members of Council (as 
charity trustees), directors, employees and volunteers against personal 
liability arising from acts properly undertaken in the administration of the 
Society to the extent permitted by law.  

r. To form or acquire companies or other legal bodies or other such entities 
(hereinafter all referred to as ‘entities’), and 

to invest in such entities and to advance funds and to administer such 
entities with or without payment and with or without security, and 



to acquire and take over to such an extent as may be thought fit (and 
permitted by law) the assets, liabilities and undertakings of any person or 
body whatsoever.  

s. To compromise any disputes or any actual or contemplated legal, 
regulatory or administrative proceedings between the Society and any 
other party or parties. 

t. To make Ex Gratia Payments subject to the Charities Acts. 

Council as Trustees 

6. The business of the Society shall be managed by the Council, whose members shall 
be the charity trustees and who shall be elected or appointed in accordance with the 
procedures prescribed in the Statutes. 

Income and Property of the Society 

7. The income and property of the Society shall be applied solely towards the furtherance 
of its Objects: provided that in the event that the Society is wound up or dissolved then 
any surplus assets shall be passed to a suitable organisation that has objects similar 
to the Objects of the Society and that precludes any distribution of its assets to its 
members. 

Insolvency 

8. In the event of the insolvency of the Society, no liability shall fall upon the Members to 
contribute to the assets. 

Alterations to the Supplemental Charter 

9. Petitions praying for the grant of further Supplemental Charters amending repealing or 
adding to this Our Supplemental Charter may from time to time be submitted to Us, 
Our Heirs or Successors in Council after such amendments, repeals or additions shall 
have been passed by a Special Resolution (as defined in the Statutes).  The Society 
may also by a Special Resolution amend, repeal or add to the provisions of this Our 
Supplemental Charter and any further Supplemental Charters and such amendment 
repeal or addition shall when allowed by Us, Our Heirs or Successors in Council 
become effectual so that the said Supplemental Charters shall thenceforward continue 
to operate as though they had originally been granted and made accordingly.  This 
provision shall apply to the said Supplemental Charters, as amended, repealed or 
added to in manner aforesaid.  Provided always that no such amendments repeals or 
additions shall cause the Society to cease to be a charity at law. 

Power to Make Statutes 

10. The Council shall have full power and authority to make, from time to time, Statutes for 
the regulation of all matters not expressly regulated by these Presents.  Such Statutes 
shall be binding upon the Members.  The existing Statutes of the Society are hereby 
revoked and the Statutes in the Schedule to these Presents shall henceforth be the 
Statutes of the Society until the same shall have been repealed, altered or added to in 
the manner hereinafter described.  

The Statutes may at any time be repealed, altered or added to by the Council.  
Provided always that no repeal, alteration or addition shall be unreasonable or 
repugnant or contrary to the provisions of these Presents or to the laws or statutes of 
Our Realm or shall have any force or validity until the same shall have been approved 



by the Lords of Our Most Honourable Privy Council.  A certificate under the hand of 
the Clerk of Our Most Honourable Privy Council shall be conclusive evidence of such 
approval. 

Power to Make Bye-Laws 

11. Subject to the provisions of this Charter and the Statutes, the Council may make such 
Bye-Laws as it considers necessary or desirable for the purpose of carrying out the 
Objects of the Society and the good administration of the Society and shall specify 
when such Bye-Laws shall come into effect. Such Bye-Laws may revoke, amend or 
add to the Bye-Laws from time to time in force. The manner in which such Bye-Laws 
shall be adopted shall be set out in the Statutes.  

Closing Remarks 

12. And lastly, We do by these Presents for Us, Our Heirs and Successors grant and 
declare that these Our Letters shall be in all things valid and effectual in law according 
to the true intent and meaning thereof and shall be taken construed and adjudged in 
the most favourable and beneficial sense for the best advantage of the Society as well 
in Our Courts of Record as elsewhere by all Judges, Justices, Officers, Ministers and 
other Subjects whatsoever of Us, Our Heirs, and Successors, any non-recital, mis-
recital or other omission defect or thing to the contrary notwithstanding. 

IN WITNESS whereof we have caused these Our Letters to be made Patent. 

 

 


