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For many years VAT has
been a confusing issue
for all mountain rescue
teams. There has been
confusion about what
we need to pay VAT on
and what we don’t. This
is an attempt to give a
little guidance or, at
least point you in the
right direction for a
definitive answer.

Ideally it would be great to simply
list what we can and can’t avoid
paying VAT on but, unfortunately,
it’s not that simple. For us to be
able to buy goods or services
without paying VAT there are
certain criteria to meet.

Basic conditions for
zero-rating

These are the conditions that
need to be met for zero rating.
Please bear in mind that all of
these conditions need to be met.
They are as follows:

Eligible body
The purchaser has to be an

eligible body. Mountain rescue
teams are, as we are all charitable
institutions.

Qualifying goods or
services

For our purposes, the key points
here are – medical equipment,
including parts and accessories;
ambulances, including parts and
accessories; certain resuscitation
models for use in first aid training;
the repair, maintenance or
installation of qualifying goods;
and, importantly, ‘certain rescue
equipment when purchased by, or
for donation to, a charity providing

rescue or first aid services.’ More
about this later.

Restrictions
This refers to charitable day

centres and/or charitable
establishments providing care, or
medical or surgical treatment. This
should not concern mountain
rescue teams.

Funding and
purchasing

The money used to fund or
purchase goods and services
must be charitable funds and/or
from voluntary donations and
contributions. We should certainly
qualify here as, at this stage, we
do not trade and have no trading
income.

Evidence
Suppliers will need to see

evidence that we as purchasers
meet all the criteria before they
can zero rate goods. The form to
use is an ‘Eligibility declaration.’
Many teams have their own form
to demonstrate this but for those
who don’t, there is a form on the
MREW website.

To summarise, mountain rescue
teams qualify as eligible bodies,
use charitable funds to buy goods
and services and can provide the
documentary evidence by way of
the ‘Eligibility declaration.’ 

It is more difficult to determine
what goods and services can be
zero rated.

Medical equipment
For mountain rescue purposes,

this covers a wide range of
equipment from bandages and
wound dressings, to stretchers
(referred to as ‘patients’ trolleys’ in

VAT language). More information
can be found out about this in
Notice 701/6. ‘Charity funded
equipment for medical, veterinary
uses etc.’ This is available by
downloading it from the website

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/
charities/vat/index.htm

Ambulances also qualify for zero
rating if the following criteria are
met:

! The front and both sides must
bear permanently fitted signs
indicating that the vehicle is an
ambulance.
! In the case of an ambulance for
transporting human patients,
adequate door space for the
loading and unloading of a patient
on a stretcher.
! Seating to the rear of the driver
for at least one attendant.
! One or more stretchers that,
with handles extended measure at
least 2.28 metres, together with
permanent fittings to hold the
stretcher in position.

Rescue equipment
Rescue equipment is only zero

rated when all the following criteria
are met:

! The supply is of
telecommunication equipment,
light enhancing equipment, heat
detecting equipment or aural or
visual equipment ‘that is not of the
type ordinarily supplied for private
or recreational use.’
! The equipment is supplied to, or
for donation to, a charity that
provides rescue or first aid
services.
! The equipment is to be used by
the charity solely for providing
rescue or first aid services.
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General use items such as
mobile phones and pagers,
binoculars, torches, searchlights
are not zero rated.

Waterproofs
There is no existing legislation

that provides for VAT relief on
waterproofs. Primarily this is
because the waterproofs we use
could be used for private
purposes. Even if they were
bought by the team and carried
the MR logo this would be
deemed incidental.

VAT relief on buildings
The construction of buildings

intended to be used for solely 
non-business purposes can be
zero rated, subject to certain
criteria. Notice 708 Buildings and
construction provides more detail.
Construction reliefs are complex
and it is worth checking with the
National Advice Service on 0845
010 9000 before starting any
major project.

Further information
HM Revenue and Customs have

recently set up a website which
gives specific guidance to charities
like ours. The address is: 

www.hmrc.gov.uk/vat/vat-
charities.htm

Information booklets VAT 701/1
and 701/6 provide a lot more
detail.

VAT Charities Unit of Expertise
has a help line for external
customers. Their number is 0845
3020203.

If you are uncertain whether or
not you need to pay VAT on a
purchase, first of all check the
above. A useful test is, ‘Is the item
I want to buy specific to mountain
rescue and not ordinarily used for
private or recreational purposes?’
If it is, then you probably have a
case. If not, then it’s unlikely to be
exempt from VAT. If you are still
unsure refer to the booklets above
or contact the help line.
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