The Universal Church of the Kingdom of God

Registered Charity Number 1043985



Introduction

1. This report is the statement of the results of an Inquiry under Section 8 of the Charities Act 1993 ("the Act") into the affairs of The Universal Church of the Kingdom of God ("UCKG"). 

2. UCKG was registered as a charity on 7th February 1995. Its stated objects are:- 

· "To advance the Christian Religion; and 

· To or for such general charitable purposes as the executive committee shall from time to time decide." 

UCKG has its headquarters at the Rainbow Theatre in Seven Sisters Road, Finsbury Park, North London and it operates nationally. The main religious services of UCKG are conducted at the Rainbow Theatre. UCKG owns or operates approximately eight buildings nation-wide; conducting four services a day, and had an income of £6,002,313 in the year ended 28 February 2001.

Issues

3. In January 2001 officers in the Commission’s Investigation Division were alerted by media and press interest in UCKG following the death of Victoria (Anna) Climbié. 

4. The Commission’s own evaluation highlighted other issues concerning UCKG’s activities. These included the manner in which the congregation is encouraged to donate money, its relationship with sister churches elsewhere in the world, particularly with the sister churches in Brazil and Portugal, and the payment of remuneration or salaries to Pastors or Deacons of UCKG whilst they acted as charity trustees. There were also reports in the media that UCKG claimed to be able to cure many physical ailments including cancer. The Commission was also concerned about UCKG’s involvement with a commercial radio station - Liberty Radio. These concerns resulted in the opening of a formal Inquiry under Section 8 into the affairs of the UCKG on 4 April 2001. 

5. The aims of the Inquiry were to: 

· Establish what, if any, policy UCKG had to deal with vulnerable people attending its services and other events; 

· Establish the nature of the relationship between UCKG and its sister churches elsewhere in the world, in particular Brazil and Portugal; 

· Determine the levels of control exercised by the trustees over UCKG’s affairs especially over any funds it donates to its sister churches; 

· Establish the basis and legal advice on which the trustee body included deacons or pastors who were in receipt of remuneration; 

· Establish, as far as the Commission is able to, if reports in the media about UCKG claiming to be able to perform miracles or heal individuals suffering from illnesses such as cancer were true; 

· Establish the nature of the relationship between UCKG and Liberty Radio, if any; and 

· If necessary, advise the trustees on their responsibilities and duties. 

Findings

6. UCKG had issued a press release on 15 January 2001 in response to the press allegations. 

7. Based on the information gathered during the course of the inquiry, it appears that Victoria (Anna) Climbié did not attend the church on a regular basis, but visited three times in the period immediately prior to her death. The seriousness of her condition was not fully realised or reported to the relevant authorities. Those representatives of the charity who saw her initially offered her spiritual help in prayer. However, on the last occasion when she attended, her aunt was advised to take her to a doctor. 

8. UCKG, through its numerous churches, has many child and youth members and has a facility for children of parents attending services. The Commission was concerned to discover that UCKG did not have a formal child protection policy. 

9. The trustees confirmed that UCKG’s relationship with its sister churches in other countries is one of co-operation and that the church in each country was administered independently. All the churches follow the same belief and funds are donated from one church to another provided that, upon receiving a request for funds, the donating church has sufficient funds available to it and further provided that the donation will not conflict with its own needs. 

10. The 1999 accounts for UCKG showed that some £900k had been donated or transferred to the sister church in Brazil. This money was given to the sister church in Brazil for its general expenses, allowing it to support its expanding ministry including the maintenance of several church buildings. The trustees were able to provide investigating officers with copies of receipts and other documentation to show that the funds sent to Brazil had been applied in furtherance of UCKG’s stated objects, although some of the documentation predated the date of the donation. 

11. Similarly, in the case of the funds sent to the sister church in Portugal the trustees were able to provide receipts and other documentation to support the expenditure of approximately £1.36m (as at 27 July 2000) donated to the church in Portugal as being in furtherance of UCKG’s objects. However, investigators remained concerned at the fairly weak level of controls exercised over UCKG’s affairs by the trustees, especially over funds donated to sister churches overseas, and the monitoring processes employed by the trustees to oversee the application of the funds donated. 

12. Two Pastors of UCKG were also members of the Executive Committee and as such were charity trustees. However, this meant that two of the three trustees in post were in receipt of remuneration and benefit from their position of trust. The trustees provided investigating officers with copies of the legal advice they had received on this subject from their own lawyers. The constitution that governs UCKG does permit the payment of reasonable remuneration to a Pastor and does not prevent a Pastor or deacon of the church from taking up a position on the charity trustee body – the Executive Committee. The trustees and their lawyers had mistakenly interpreted this as meaning that Pastors could, without express authority, be in receipt of remuneration in their role as Pastors while at the same time serving on the trustee body. Investigating officers remained of the view that those trustees who were Pastors and in receipt of remuneration were receiving unauthorised trustee benefit, as no authority for their receipt of remuneration whilst serving as trustees had been provided by the governing document, the Commission or the court. 

13. Investigating officers visited the Rainbow Theatre on more than one occasion, including attending services, and did not find any evidence that UCKG or those representing it (e.g. the Pastors) were claiming to be able actually to perform miracles, heal those suffering from ailments or exorcise individuals who are allegedly possessed by demons. Investigators did note a statement to the effect that UCKG does not perform miracles on its publicity material (e.g. posters). However meetings were held whereby, through the general power of prayer, individuals might hope to have their suffering alleviated. The trustees stated that in cases where they receive notification that a member of the church is allegedly possessed by demons or is suffering from an illness such as cancer they or the Pastors would encourage the individual to join in the regular church services and say prayers for those who are affected whilst encouraging such individuals to continue with their medical treatment. 

14. Investigating officers found a link on the UCKG Website to the Website of Liberty Radio. One such link was effectively advertising Liberty Radio. Liberty Radio is owned by a large Portuguese media company that is part owned by the sister church in Portugal. UCKG airs regular religious programmes on Liberty Radio as well as occasionally advertising UCKG special events or services on the station. UCKG pays Liberty Radio for these services and so UCKG seeks to find sponsors from within the church to meet the costs of Christian programmes. Information supplied by trustees confirmed that the sister church in Portugal also paid Liberty Radio fees for airtime. A number of individuals involved in the administration of UCKG, or their relatives, held some quite high-profile positions within Liberty Radio. 

15. Whilst the trustees seemed to be clear about their roles and responsibilities in relation to their positions as trustees of a charity it was clear to investigating officers that advice on the issue would be beneficial to them given their inexperience in managing a charity. 

Outcome of Inquiry

16. Acting on the Commission’s advice and working closely with the local social services department the trustees have now introduced a formal child protection policy that has been set out in writing for all involved in UCKG’s administration to follow and adhere to. The trustees have also agreed to review the policy on a regular basis. 

17. Acting on the Commission’s advice and working closely with UCKG’s accountants the trustees have now implemented written procedures dealing with the trustees’ roles in connection with the controls they exercise over its finances and management. These systems and procedures include procedures for monitoring the application of funds donated to sister churches overseas. 

18. Acting on the Commission’s advice those members of the charity trustee body who were also Pastors and in receipt of remuneration resigned at the last annual general meeting, held in 2002, and did not stand for re-election. None of the current members of the Executive Committee are in receipt of any remuneration. For the avoidance of any doubt investigating officers advised the trustees that in future they should seek formal authority from the Commission to permit trustee remuneration or benefit in these circumstances. 

19. Based on the evidence available investigating officers concluded that no further action was necessary in relation to the allegations that UCKG claimed to be able to perform miracles, as these were unsubstantiated. 

20. Investigators concluded that the link on the UCKG website to Liberty Radio was not in the charity’s interests. Consequently, acting on the Commission’s advice this link has now been amended. 

21. Investigators were satisfied that the trustees had taken sufficient steps to ensure that the UCKG was on a proper administrative footing which resulted in the closure of the Commission’s Inquiry on 23 September 2002. 

Wider Lessons

22. It is vital that the trustees’ actions, or those of their staff or agents, do not bring the charity into disrepute. 

23. Trustees are responsible for the overall management and administration of the charity and have a duty to exercise control over all its activities, regardless of its structure. They also have a duty to protect the property of the charity and secure its proper application for the objects of the charity. In order to discharge this duty it is essential there are adequate internal financial and administrative controls over the charity’s assets and their use. 

24. It is essential for any charity involved in working with children or young people to have in place an adequate child protection policy that is set out in writing so that these vulnerable beneficiaries are protected as far as possible. 

25. Trustees should not put themselves in a position where their personal interests conflict with those of the charity. Any charity, which is seeking to remunerate its trustees or intends to appoint employees to the trustee body, should consult with the Commission to seek prior authority. 

26. Section 4(1) of the Cancer Act 1939 states that no person shall take any part in the publication of any advertisement containing an offer to treat any person for cancer, or prescribe any remedy therefor, or to give any advice in connection with the treatment thereof. 

27. Section 4(2) of the Cancer Act 1939 makes it a criminal offence for anyone to contravene the provisions of section 4(1) of that act unless that individual or entity is defined in section 4(4) of the 1939 Act.

