
Setting up a charity in Hong Kong can have a wide range 
of social and economic benefits, including tax 
exemptions and establishing a strong legacy and public 
image for families. However, it is important to distinguish 
between Non-Profit Organizations (“NPOs”), 
Non-Governmental Organizations (“NGOs”), and 
charitable organizations (“Charities”).

NPOs and NGOs may not necessarily be considered 
charitable organizations, as their operations can vary in 
scope and purpose. The Inland Revenue Department 
(“IRD”) in Hong Kong only recognizes NGOs and NPOs as 
Charities if they meet specified criteria.

Starting a Charity in Hong Kong: 
Options and Requirements

Welcome to Fung Yu. We open opportunities for people to 
create more value in their lives with mindful cross-border 
CPA and business services. 

We make every effort to take good care of everyone – 
clients, business partners, regulators and our great team.

A family story 
Fung Yu Group began in 1964 as a sole proprietorship 
serving the accounting needs of Hong Kong organisations. 

A few years later, two partners merged to become Fung, Yu & 
Co CPA Limited. 

Now with offices in Asia and Europe, Fung Yu is still family-
owned and professionally managed. We’ve flourished by 
staying true to our founding values.

Open hearts, open minds,  
open borders
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How does the IRD define whether a company is a 
Charity? 
Hong Kong's infrastructure is advanced and completely 
modern. This, coupled with its unique geographical 
location and industrial spirit, has firmly established its 
reputation as Asia's leading commercial, financial, legal, 
and logistics centre. There is no better place to be as China 
continues to expand trade with the west, providing lucrative 
opportunities for both sides of the equation. 

It is important to understand how the IRD defines a Charity 
in Hong Kong, and be aware of the various options for 
starting a Charity, as well as their key requirements. 

In order to be considered a Charity, the organization must 
fulfill a charitable purpose, as specified by the IRD. 
Purposes deemed charitable by the IRD are classified into 
four headings: 

1) Relief of poverty;

2) Advancement of education;

3) Advancement of religion;

4) Other purposes of a charitable nature that are of benefit 
to the Hong Kong community.

What are the options for starting a charity in Hong Kong?
Organizations seeking to set up a charity in Hong Kong 
have several options with regards to forming a structure for 
the organization.  The most common types of structures 
are: 

• Trust;

• A society established under the Societies Ordinance 
(Cap. 151);

• A company limited by guarantee incorporated under the 
Companies Ordinance (Cap. 622);

• A statutory body established by the Hong Kong 
legislature.

Which of these structured routes should you follow when 
starting a charity?
Of the four most common structures, the most popular and 
conventional route is to establish a Charity as a company 
limited by guarantee. One of the key advantages of this 
route is that the Charity is a separate legal entity from its 
members. This protects the personal finances of the 
members of the company, and their liability would be 
limited to the sum that they agree to contribute 
(“guarantee”) toward the charity’s assets in the event of its 
closure or when it is unable to meet its obligation. 

Companies limited by guarantee are currently the most 
popular type of charitable organization in Hong Kong 
recognized by the IRD as tax-exempt Charities.

What are the necessary steps in order to start a charity?
1. Decide on the type of organization to register (trust, 

society or company limited by guarantee);

2. (Assuming company limited by guarantee is adopted), 
decide on the details of the company including:
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-   Name: cannot be identical to any existing organizations,

-   Principal activities: Scope and details of the company’s 
main operations;

-   Registered address in Hong Kong;

-   Company secretary: An individual who ordinarily resides 
in Hong Kong or a company that maintains an address 
in Hong Kong,;

-   Structure and duties of the board (or executive 
committee, or any name chosen to refer to the 
organization’s governing body);

-   Membership structure (category and right of members, 
amount of guarantee each member is going to provide, 
and rules and manners governing membership).

In order to incorporate a company limited by guarantee, it is 
necessary to obtain approval from the Companies 
Registry.  Unlike an ordinary company limited by shares for 
commercial purposes, a company limited by guarantee 
(charitable or otherwise) must have its incorporation 
documents, particularly the Articles of Association, 
reviewed by the Companies Registry before it can be 
incorporated.

Once the company limited by guarantee is incorporated, 
the next important step to submit an application to the IRD 
to qualify for Charitable status (i.e. to become recognized 
as a charity) under Section 88 of the Inland Revenue 
Ordinance. While any company or institution can refer to 
themselves as a Non- Profit organization, only those that 
have obtained the IRD’s approval can describe themselves 
as a Charity.

To grant Charitable Status, the IRD generally needs to 
review the following documentation:

A. A copy of the relevant certificate of registration (e.g., 
certificate of incorporation); 

B. A certified true copy of the instrument and rules 
governing its activities, i.e. the Articles of Association in 
the case of a limited company, the Trust Deed in the 
case of a trust, or the Constitution in the case of a 
society; 

C. A copy of its accounts for the last financial year (if the 
organization has been established for 18 months or 

more);  

D. A list of any activities which have been carried out over 
the past 12 months (or less, if appropriate), and a list of 
planned activities for the next 12 months following the 
date of application; 

E. A list of members of governing body (e.g. directors, 
trustees, etc.).;

F.  A full explanation of how and why the organization has 
the ability to achieve its planned activities as described 
in part (D) above.

If the application is submitted prior to setting up the 
organization, it should include the application letter, a draft 
of the instrument and rules governing its activities (i.e. the 
draft Articles of Association); a list of the planned activities 
for the next 12 months from the date of establishment or 
date of application, a list of founding members / settlors 
(for trusts only) and proposed members of governing body 
(e.g. directors, trustees, etc.)

There are certain requirements regarding a charity’s 
governing instrument that the IRD will review in an 
organization’s Articles of Association. The IRD will ensure 
that the articles contain clauses to the following effect: 

A. Clearly and precisely stating the charity’s objectives; the 
purpose(s) of the charity’s formation.

B. Limiting the application of its funds towards the 
attainment of its stated objects.

C. Prohibiting the distribution of its incomes and properties 
amongst its members.

D. Prohibiting members of its governing body (directors, 
trustees, executive committee members) from receiving 
remuneration (monetary compensation).

E. Specifying how assets are to be dealt with upon 
dissolution; for instance, the donation of remaining 
assets to other charities.

F. The maintenance of sufficient records of income and 
expenditure which includes donation receipts, 
accounting books, and annual financial statements.
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Familiar with China, 
HK and Europe’s 
business regulations

Quality of Service:  timely, 
professional and 
reasonable

More than 90 financial & 
corporate service 
professionals

Cross-border 
investment advisory 
expert for medium & 
large enterprises

Accounting, audit 
& different areas of 
services

50+ years of 
experiences

Why work with us?

There is, however, an exception to the prohibition of 
remuneration (requirement D) where the charity can 
demonstrate that the payment to its member(s) is 
necessary in an exceptional circumstance, provided that 
the conditions made in the charity’s governing instrument 
are fulfilled:

• The remunerated members of the governing body have 
special qualifications which are not otherwise available 
to the charity, and would make for its more effective 
administration;

• The remunerated members are absent from meetings 
and discussions regarding their own appointment, 
conditions and services, and remuneration and must not 
vote on these matters;

• The number of such remunerated members must be 
less than the majority of the quorum (members of the 
charity’s governing body).

Philanthropic activity in Hong Kong has recently been on 
the rise. The social and economic adversity of the 

past two years has spurred many sectors of society to take 
decisive action in order to provide much needed support to 
the vulnerable, as the community begins on the road to 
recovery. Ordinary people increasingly pool their resources 
towards commonly held objectives,  and wealthy families 
seek to organize their own charitable organizations in order 
to support frontline medical workers and those in need, 
while pursuing their values. 

Hong Kong is an ideal international jurisdiction in which to 
set up a charitable organization, because of the region’s tax 
benefits, efficiency of operations and regulatory 
environment. Companies limited by guarantee are 
generally the most straightforward route for most 
charitable enterprises, although in some cases a society or 
trust may be preferable.  For a more detailed discussion, we 
are always available for a free initial consultation at any of 
our offices.
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