Community CVS Information Sheet


A constitution is the written document that sets out the rules for governing an organisation. It is necessary because:

· It ensures an organisation’s aims are clear and agreed by its members

· It provides mechanisms for making decisions and resolving disputes

· It can help gain credibility with bank managers and funders

· It clarifies liability and lines of responsibility

· It ensures accountability

· It can enable an organisation to take advantage of the benefits of charitable status if required.

Broadly, a constitution has the following sections:

Name 

· A constitution usually starts with the name of the group.
Aims and Objectives

· Defines the main aims of a group, its activities and services

· The main beneficiaries and what the group hopes to achieve. 

· Write the aims in order of priority

Area of Benefit

· What is the main catchment area of an organisation e.g. ward, town or local authority.  

Powers

· Covers everything a group intends to do in order to achieve its objectives. 

For example, employ and pay staff, own land or property, borrow or raise money.

Membership

· All voluntary groups will have a membership structure.

· Usually defines who is eligible for membership e.g. particular groups/individuals or anyone with an interest in the group, and the different categories of membership if applicable (e.g. full member, associate member, group member).

· How is membership approved? 

· Conditions of membership, members’ rights and circumstances of ending membership.

· The procedure for applying for membership, approving new members, resignation of members and terminating membership may be included.  It may also be wise to have an appeals system in place.

Annual General Meetings

· An organisation should have one formal meeting of all its members each year, the month of which can be stated in the constitution.

Motions or resolutions

· If you want to allow members to put forward motions at a general meeting your constitution should explain where and by when they have to be sent and how many members will be notified.

Members (general) meetings

· You may wish to state in your constitution how many general meetings will be held in a year. 

· You may want to allow a certain number of members the responsibility to call a special general meeting at certain times.

Voting procedures

· Explanations for the voting procedures for both committee and general meetings. 

· Could specify:

· Who may vote at each meeting?

· Whether the same voting procedure is used for motions and elections.

· Whether a motion has to be agreed by a majority of those eligible to vote, or of those actually present

· Does the chair have a normal vote, a casting vote or both?

Quorum

· This specifies the minimum number of voting members needed to take decisions on behalf of the organisation, for both general meetings and committee meetings. 

The Committee, Officers and Committee meetings

· The key role of a committee is to manage affairs between general meetings.

· States who is eligible or ineligible for committee membership. 

· States the number of people sitting on the committee and for how long they will sit after election.

· How the first committee will be selected, and successive members, and procedures for filling vacancies if a member resigned before the end of their term.

Officers

· States the officers needed, and who is eligible and describe how they are appointed.  

· Most groups appoint a chair, secretary and treasurer.  Some also appoint minutes secretaries, publicity officer, events officer, fundraising members etc. The constitution could also state individual officer’s powers.

Terminating the period of office

· Describe ways in which people cease to be committee members and officers, e.g. term of office expires, non-attendance without good reason (minimum number of meetings should be defined), or on grounds of misconduct (again grounds should be defined). 

Committee meetings

· How often the committee want to meet

· Who is responsible for calling meetings?  This is usually the secretary

· The length of notice that must be given.  Often this is seven days

· Include in the notice of a meeting venue, date and time, together with the agenda.

Vested interests

· States that committee members must declare any personal financial interest in a decision and cannot vote on that subject.

Minutes (or notes of meetings)

· State that committee-meeting minutes or notes will be kept as an accurate record of meetings.  Usually the responsibility of the secretary.

Keeping accounts

· It is important that the constitution lay down the basic procedures for handling accounts and state that any funds raised will be used only to carry out the objects of the organisation.  

Altering the constitution

· Generally amendments to the rules of an unincorporated organisation are made at the AGM or a special meeting called for this purpose.  It needs to state the amount of notice required to hold the meeting, how members will be notified of proposed changes and the majority required for alterations to be carried out.

Dissolution

· The dissolution or termination should describe the procedures for winding up an organisation.  

· The power to decide such a move usually rests with the members of the organisation at a general meeting.

· Should also describe how remaining assets will be dealt with.  Debts are usually paid off first and what left is given to an organisation with similar objectives.

· If it is a Charitable group any ‘surplus’ of money or assets should be handed over to another charitable group with similar (charitable) objectives.

Finally, the constitution should be formally adopted and signed by two officers on the committee at a meeting of the group.

This information sheet is only a very brief look at what needs to be included in a constitution.  CVS has a number of model constitutions available for Community Groups to use.  Please find a very simple model constitution attached to the back of this sheet.

If your group would like help or advice with an existing constitution or you are writing a new one, CVS can help.  
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