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Message from the Commissioner  
 

2018 has been a busy but very satisfying year 

with many key initiatives rolled out to work 

towards our vision of a thriving and trusted 

charity sector. I am happy to announce that in 

the year 2017, the charity sector recorded $20.5 

billion in total receipts, which is a 24% increase 

from the prior year.  

 

This is a reflection of the trust that the public has 

of our charity sector which is achieved by 

everyone involved. My Office continues to provide quality assurance of the sector 

through the progressive review of our regulatory framework. Earlier this year, we 

amended the Charities (Institutions of a Public Character) Regulations and introduced 

the Charities (Electronic Transactions Service) Regulations to mandate electronic 

filing of annual submissions and applications by charities. 

 

While we strive to enhance the regulatory framework, we recognise that many 

charities, especially the smaller ones, still face challenges in meeting regulatory 

reporting requirements. We partnered with five organisations to provide Shared 

Services in the areas of administration, governance, leadership renewal and 

technology and hope to grow the number of partners to provide economical and 

efficient services for charities.   

 

To ensure that the trust and generosity of our donors are sustained, we launched the 

Safer Giving campaign in September 2018 to equip members of the public with 

practical knowledge of conducting basic due diligence through ñAsk, Check, Giveò. 

The campaign has reached an audience of 1.7 million and I would like to express my 

appreciation to all the stakeholders who have partnered us in driving this initiative.  

 

The charity sector also comprises intermediaries such as online fund-raising platforms 

and commercial fund-raisers, and they play an important role. Following the Code of 

Practice for Online Charitable Fund-raising Appeals launched in early 2018, I am 

happy to note that the number of online fund-raising complaints has almost halved. In 
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March 2019, we also launched the Code for Commercial Fund-raisers to reinforce the 

importance of legitimacy, accountability and transparency in charitable appeals. 

Commercial fund-raisers that adhere to the Code will provide charities and members 

of the public the assurance that they are acting in the best interests of the beneficiaries.  

 

Charities have done much good work for the community and it is important for charities 

to effectively communicate the impact of their work, governance and accountability to 

the stakeholders. On many occasions, I have heard from charities that they are aware 

of the need to do so, but are unsure of how they should go about doing it. Hence, my 

Office has developed the Visibility Guide - PARENT framework for charities to guide 

charities in this aspect.   

 

The Year Ahead 

 

The charity sector has the potential to develop further. To do this, the sector has to 

adopt an eco-system approach where everyone plays a role. This is work in progress 

and we will continue to do better and co-regulate the charity space together. 

 

For our smaller charities, my Office will streamline and simplify reporting requirements 

to ease the administrative burden. This will be attained through reducing the 

information collected in regulatory submissions; minimising duplicate submission of 

information; and simplifying reporting requirements for smaller charities which do not 

have IPC status and whose gross income or expenditure do not exceed $500,000. We 

hope that such efforts will allow our smaller charities to focus more on their charitable 

activities. 

 

For our mid-size charities, we will concentrate on raising the professionalism within 

the charity sector. We will encourage our charities to go back to school by working 

with the Singapore University of Social Sciences (SUSS) on a course to improve the 

core competencies of charitiesô leadership so as to uplift the sectorôs level of 

productivity and efficiency. This course will also be open to all charities. 

 

For our large charities, our focus for the year ahead will be on governance. One key 

area of focus will be on charities that take part in non-charitable activities. We will be 

strengthening the guidance to stress on the necessary governance to protect the 
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charitiesô interests, such as beneficiaries and assets, and that the charity boards are 

responsible for the proper use of charitable assets.  

 

In addition, there have been recent episodes of data breaches in organisations and 

the charity sector also faces similar risks. As such, it is of utmost importance that 

charities put in place necessary safeguards to ensure adequate data and cyber 

security. On this note, my Office will conduct engagement sessions and develop 

guidance to raise the awareness of cybersecurity in our charities.  

 

To achieve our vision of a thriving and trusted charity sector, we are committed to 

meeting regularly as a family ï a charity sector family. The inaugural ñIn Conversation 

with COCò was launched in April this year and we will continue this platform for 

charities to provide feedback, as well as seek clarification and guidance from my 

Office.  

 

The charity sector plays an indispensable role in our community by supporting those 

in need and ensure that we can all progress together as a society. Together with the 

commitment from all our stakeholders, I am assured that we will be able to build a 

thriving and trusted charity sector which radiates good work and the spirit of caring for 

future generations ahead. I promise to walk the journey with you. Together, we can 

achieve a thriving and trusted charity sector.  

 

 

Dr Ang Hak Seng 

Commissioner of Charities 

June 2019  
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A SHARED VISION 
A well-governed & thriving sector with strong public support 
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SHARED VISION AND STRATEGIES 

 

Our vision is to develop a well-governed and thriving charity sector with strong 

public support. To achieve this, we will adopt an eco-system approach.  

 

The Commissioner of Charities (COC) will engage the sector through outreach 

initiatives as well as provide quality assurance through the Charities Act and 

legislations. The core stakeholders of the charity sector, comprising the donors, 

charities, intermediaries and beneficiaries also have an important role to play in 

ensuring that they do their part.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Donors are involved in Safer Giving when they conduct basic due diligence using ñAsk, 

Check, Giveò. The charities must ensure that their organisations are well governed, 

well run, and also accountable and transparent in their reporting to stakeholders. The 

intermediaries can provide services to charities at a cost effective rate which helps in 

improving efficiency in charities. And finally, the beneficiaries can give back and 

contribute to the charity sector too.  

 

This is known as co-regulation, a ñmany helping handsò approach, between the COC 

and the stakeholders in achieving the vision of a thriving and trusted charity sector. 



 
COMMISSIONER OF CHARITIES ANNUAL REPORT 2018 | 10 

 

The COC also works closely with the Charity Council 1  and the Sector 

Administrators from the respective agencies, to implement initiatives based on the 

three key strategies outlined below.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
  

                                                 
1 The Charity Council was first appointed on 1 March 2007 after the new Charities Act was brought into operation. 

The current Council comprises nine members from the people sector and three representatives from the Sector 
Administrators, and aims to fulfil the following roles:  

¶ Promote and encourage the adoption of good governance and best practices, to help enhance public 
confidence and promote self-regulation in the charity sector  

¶ Build capabilities of charities so that they are able to comply with regulatory requirements and enhance 
public accountability  

¶ Advise the Commissioner of Charities on key regulatory issues which may have broad-ranging impact on 
the charity sector  
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CHARITY STATISTICS 
Analysis of the key data of the Singapore charity sector 
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CHARITIES 

1. As at 31 December 2018, there were 2,277 registered charities in Singapore, a 

slight increase from 2,2632 as at 31 December 2017. Organisations established 

for exclusively charitable purposes and carrying out activities to achieve these 

purposes are legally required to apply for charity registration with the 

Commissioner of Charities. All registered charities3 are eligible for income and 

property tax exemption on premises used exclusively for charitable purposes. We 

recognise the following categories of charitable purposes:  

 

a) relief of poverty;  

b) advancement of education; 

c) advancement of religion; and 

d) other purposes beneficial to the community.  The following purposes are 

potentially charitable if they benefit the community: 

i. promotion of health; 

ii. advancement of citizenship or community development; 

iii. advancement of arts, heritage or science; 

iv. advancement of environmental protection or improvement; 

v. relief of those in need by reason of youth, age, ill-health, disability, 

financial hardship or other disadvantages; 

vi. advancement of animal welfare; and  

vii. advancement of sport, where the sport promotes health through physical 

skill and exertion. 

  

                                                 
2 This figure excludes exempt charities. 
3 The figure includes the Institutions of a Public Character (IPCs).  
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2. Religious and social & welfare organisations continued to comprise the majority of 

registered charities in Singapore, accounting for about two-thirds (64.8%) of all 

registered charities in 2018 (Chart 1). 

 

Chart 1: Distribution of Charities by Sector  

(As at 31 December 2018) 

 

3. While almost half of the registered charities are relatively small ï i.e. annual 

receipts (which included donations, government grants, fees and charges for 

services rendered) of less than $250,000 - we note that the general trend in recent 

years shows that registered charities have been steadily growing their annual 

receipts.  
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Annual Receipts 

4. The charity sector received $20.5 billion in annual receipts, which include 

government grants, donations as well as fees and charges, in 2017. This amount 

represents a 23.5% increase from $16.6 billion in the year before4. The education 

cluster received $10.5 billion in 2017, which accounted for slightly more than half 

(51.2%) of the yearôs total receipts.  

 

5. There were 193 large charities with annual receipts above $10.0 million in 2017. 

This is a marginal increase from the 185 large charities in 2016. These comprised 

mainly tertiary education institutions, health institutions and the larger religious 

and voluntary welfare organisations, and accounted for 90.1% of all annual 

receipts of charities in 2017. Conversely, smaller charities with annual receipts of 

less than $500,000 accounted for less than 1.0% of annual receipts despite these 

charities forming the largest share of the total number of charities (Chart 2). 

 

Chart 2: Annual Receipts by Size of Charities, 2013 ï 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Figures are computed based on the annual returns submitted for financial years ending in 2017. It is a 

regulatory requirement for charities to submit their annual returns within 6 months of the close of their financial 
year. The financial periods of charities may vary, depending on the operational needs of the organisations. 
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6. Charities attracted approximately $2.7 billion (or 12.9% of annual receipts) in 

donations (both tax-deductible and non tax-deductible) in 2017. As with last year, 

charities in the religious sector were most reliant on donations while charities in 

the arts & heritage, education and community sectors were most dependent on 

government grants (Chart 3). 

 

Chart 3: Annual Receipts by Source5 and Sector6, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Figures in the table are in S$ millions. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 Other sources of receipts include income from the programmes and services rendered by charitable 

organisations. 
6 Government grants to the ñReligiousò and ñOthersò sectors are mainly provided to non-religious related 

community and humanitarian programmes. 
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Total Donations7 

7. Total donations dropped slightly by 7.3% from $2.86 billion in 2016 to $2.65 billion 

in 2017. The breakdown of total donations by sector is shown below (Chart 4). 

  

Chart 4: Total Donations by Sector, 2013 ï 2017 

 

 

  

                                                 
7 Figures on total donations are compiled based on the annual returns submitted by charities for financial years 

ending in 2017, and the data covers both tax-deductible and non tax-deductible donations. Hence, the data may 
depict a different trend from the tax-deductible donations (TDD) data due to different reporting periods and data 
coverage. 
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INSTITUTIONS OF A PUBLIC CHARACTER (IPCs) 

8. Some registered charities are conferred the status of an Institution of a Public 

Character (IPC). This allows them to issue tax-deductible receipts to donors who 

want to claim tax relief based on the amount of qualifying donations made8. To 

qualify as an IPC, the charity must be dedicated to serving the needs of the 

community in Singapore as a whole and not be confined to sectional interests or 

groups of persons based on race, belief or religion. As at 31 December 2018, there 

were 610 approved IPCs. Charities from the social and welfare sector continued to 

form the largest group of IPCs, followed by Health, and the Arts and Heritage 

Sectors. (Chart 5).  

 

Chart 5: Number of Institutions of a Public Character (IPCs) by Sector, 2018 

 

 

                                                 
8 Under the Income Tax Act, outright cash donations, donations of shares by individual donors, artefacts donations, 

donations under the Public Art Tax Incentive Scheme, and land and building donations will qualify for tax deduction. 
With effect 21 February 2017, a company that donates computers to prescribed educational, research or other 
institution in Singapore and IPC is no longer eligible for any tax deduction. 
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9. The total amount of tax-deductible donations registered a modest increase from 

$1.05 billion in 2017 to $1.07 billion in 2018 (Chart 6). This shows the publicôs 

continued support for local charitable causes.  

Chart 6: Tax-Deductible Donations, 2014 ï 2018 
 

 

10. IPCs in the education, health as well as social and welfare sectors continue to 

attract the bulk of TDD (87.0%). Corporate donors take up the larger share of TDD 

compared to individual donors. (Chart 7).   

 

Chart 7: Tax-Deductible Donations by sector and source, 2018 
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FUND-RAISING FOR FOREIGN CHARITABLE CAUSES 

11. A total of 75 permits were issued in 2018 for organisations to conduct fund-raising 

appeals for foreign charitable causes. This is an increase from the 54 permits 

issued in 2017. Of the 75 permits, 19 permits were granted for efforts in aid of 

natural disasters, while two were granted for humanitarian relief work. Some of the 

disaster and humanitarian relief efforts included the Sulawesi Earthquake and 

Tsunami, Earthquake Lombok, Cyclone Gaja as well as floods and landslides in 

South India, Laos and Okayama, Japan. While the target amount to be raised 

under these 75 permits amounted to $39.0 million, only $9.8 million had been 

raised to-date.  
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OUR WORK IN 2018 
An overview of events and initiatives in the year 
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PROMOTE 

GOOD GOVERNANCE 
Developing governance capabilities of board members so that they  
can exercise sound and responsible stewardship of public resources  
in fulfilling the objects of charities.  
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CHARITY GOVERNANCE CONFERENCE 

 
 

 

 

Since 2016, the COC and the Charity Council has supported the Charity Governance 

Conference organised by the Securities Investors Association (Singapore). The 2018 

Conference, themed ñGovernance for Excellenceò, was held at Mandarin Orchard 

Singapore on 27 September 2018. It saw the highest attendance with 313 participants 

from 182 charities who were keen to keep abreast of the latest governance best 

practices in the charity sector.    

 

Since 2016, the COC and the Charity Council has supported the Charity Governance 

Conference organised by the Securities Investors Association (Singapore). The 2018 

Conference, themed ñGovernance for Excellenceò, was held at Mandarin Orchard 

Singapore on 27 September 2018. It saw the highest attendance with 313 participants 

from 182 charities who were keen to keep abreast of the latest governance best 

practices in the charity sector.    

 

Charities rely heavily on public donations to further their charitable purposes and very 

often, charities seek donations through fund-raising activities. The first topic about 

ñGood Practices of Fund-raisingò emphasised the importance of accountability by 

charities towards donors given that the sector thrives on public trust and confidence. 

During this session, the speakers addressed some of the commonly faced challenges 

and discussed about sustainable fund-raising efforts that charities could embark on.  

 

The next focus of the Conference, ñBoard and Human Resources ï How to attract, 

retain and motivateò touched on the role of the charityôs board in talent management, 

including the importance of succession planning as well as the measurement of board 

and organisation performance through sound evaluation.  

 

In the second half of the Conference, the attendees participated in workshops which 

covered topics regarding the importance of audit committees, provided guidance on 


