
 

                                                                                                       

Opening a bank account for a religious community 
Text: Senne Joustra, ABN AMRO MeesPierson Instituten & Charitas 

Applying for a bank account these days is a bit trickier than it used to 
be. At the turn of the millennium it was still possible to go to a local 
branch, open a bank account, and be done in five minutes. These 
days it’s not that easy. 
 
For religious communities the bar has also been raised. A lack of 
knowledge and mutual understanding is leading more and more to 
protracted processes, drawn-out applications and, above all, 
irritation. But the fact is, having a bank account is a must in order to 
be able to conduct business. It is becoming increasingly important 
not only for interactions with commercial parties such as banks, 
insurers, and telephone and internet companies, but also for dealings with government entities such as the 
tax authorities.  
 
But how does a religious community like yours open a bank account, and what steps are required before the 
bank card arrives in the post? The aim of this article is to explain how it all works, and to serve as a practical 
guide to applying for an account.  

Legislation and regulations 

In recent years, applying for and opening a bank account have become significantly more complex as a result 
of tighter regulation of the financial market. What’s behind this trend is increasing international financial crime 
and the fight against it, which is more necessary than ever: about 13 billion euros is laundered each year in the 
Netherlands alone. The worldwide figure is estimated to be around 2.5 trillion euros.  

Therefore, the number of laws, rules, and directives from both the Dutch government and the EU is growing 
rapidly. Compliance is monitored at different levels and by different regulators. In the Netherlands, these are 
the Dutch Authority for the Financial Markets (AFM) and the Dutch Central Bank (DNB). The European Union 
has its own regulator network, including the European System of Financial Supervision (ESFS) and the 
European Central Bank.  

Whereas a lot of financial crime used to be committed with cash, this has become increasingly difficult thanks 
to tighter legislation, regulations and controls. In response, these activities have moved online. Mechanisms 
designed to move, hide or launder ill-gotten gains through bank accounts are becoming increasingly complex 
and difficult to trace. 

Banks are the ones providing bank accounts and are increasingly being seen as the gatekeepers of the financial 
system. The challenge for banks is to understand financial crime and especially to prevent their own 
infrastructure from being abused for criminal ends. This has led, for example, to ABN AMRO alone dedicating 
almost 3,500 staff out of a total of 22,000 employees solely to identifying financial crime. 

In addition to such responsibilities, this also means that more and more preliminary research must be carried 
out before banks can accept a client through the client-onboarding process. The know-your-client (KYC) 
principle is key to the process of client onboarding, and is enshrined in law in the duty of care: the obligation 
banks are under to obtain enough information from their clients, but also to give the client enough 



 

                                                                                                       

information to make a careful assessment. The regulators mentioned above run checks to make sure the banks 
have correctly and carefully recorded that information, and these checks are becoming ever stricter.    

The starting point in the KYC process is visibility and transparency. This may be different for each client. For 
instance, a private limited company that is active in logistics has a different structure, different operations and 
different objectives from those of a religious community or a foundation. But there are also similarities: a 
private limited company, religious community and foundation are all legal entities, and have established a 
management structure on that basis. Thus banks must and will assess each of these entities on the basis of the 
same criteria, without making distinctions between them.  

Opening a bank account 

What does all of this mean in practice? How do you, as an existing or potential client, find out which data you 
have to provide, and how does a bank know which data it has to request?  

Banks have to assess existing and new clients on the basis of various aspects. When you put in a request to 
open a bank account, the bank will always check the following:  

§ Legal form: natural or legal person, management structure and authority to represent the 
organisation 

§ Objectives: what does the client want to achieve through its activities?  
§ Activities: what business activities does the client engage in to achieve its objectives? Does this 

include, for example, cash transactions, real-estate transactions, or transfers to high-risk countries? Is 
the client active in the fossil-fuel industry?  

§ Origin of the assets: where does the client’s money come from? How have the assets been obtained? 
How can this be shown? 

§ Number and volume of annual transactions 
§ Real estate owned or being managed: what is it used for? Who uses it? What is the revenue? 
§ Ultimate beneficial owner (UBO): who is pulling the strings behind the scenes? This is looked into in 

order to stop criminals from using certain set-ups that will allow them to stay hidden. 

These are all aspects that should help banks get to know you as a potential client. Every bank will ask a new 
client for documentation to prove the above. This applies to a private limited company as well as to a religious 
community or a foundation. 

Religious communities have more ways in which to organise themselves and fewer restrictions on doing so, 
because of the constitutional freedom of religion in the Netherlands. In the information database maintained 
by Samen Kerk in Nederland, you can find out more about the legal structure of a religious community and 
what it involves. There are, however, a number of criteria that a religious community must meet by law if it is 
to operate as a legal entity in business.  

Identification of the “religious community” as a legal entity and its directors 

First, Article 2.2 of the Dutch Civil Code stipulates that a religious community is governed by its articles of 
association, as long as these are not in conflict with the law. The articles can go by other names, too: church 
order, regulations, financial regulations, and so on. Whatever they are called, the articles of association 
determine the form of governance, as well as which natural persons—directors—are authorised to legally 
represent the entity, either jointly or independently. From a legal point of view, a religious community does 
not need to be established through a notary: the proverbial “back of an envelope” is enough.  



 

                                                                                                       

However, in order to make abuse of a religious institution more difficult, banks can ask for notarised articles of 
association. Without a notary’s stamp, it is more difficult to tell whether the articles are official, or forged and 
thus invalid. Notarised articles of association also protect you. Incidentally, this applies to a lesser extent if 
your religious community belongs to an umbrella organisation: for parts of these communities, a version of the 
church order will suffice. And that holds for local communities, unless the articles of association specify that 
local communities go by their own articles. You can find out more about the content and form of the articles of 
association in the SKIN information database.  

In addition, the 2008 Dutch Commercial Register Act stipulates that religious communities do not have to be 
registered with the Dutch Chamber of Commerce as long as they are part of an umbrella organisation that is 
registered. If this is not the case, they must be registered with the Dutch Chamber of Commerce. By definition, 
directors of religious communities are not registered.  

Finally, you must be able to show which natural persons have been appointed to the position(s) of 
representative director(s) on the basis of the articles of association. To this end, you must be able to provide a 
certificate of appointment that has been duly signed by the authorised director(s). If a term of service is 
stipulated in the articles of association, the certificate of appointment must also be valid at the time it is 
shown. A certificate of appointment may, for example, be a decree signed by a bishop; minutes of the board 
meeting at which the appointment(s) was or were recorded, signed by the directors thus appointed; or a letter 
of appointment signed by the authorised directors. There are various forms but the most important is the valid 
signature of authorised director(s). 

At least three documents must be submitted:  

§ Notarised articles of association or a notarised church order of the community or of the umbrella 
organisation 

§ An extract from the Dutch Chamber of Commerce registration of the entity or umbrella organisation 
§ A valid, legally signed certificate of appointment 

This can be supplemented by having charitable-organisation status (Algemeen Nut Beogende Instelling, ANBI) 
You can find out more about what that entails in the SKIN information database. Most church umbrella 
organisations have the ANBI status and make use of a determination covering the group in question as a 
whole: this means that every community belonging to the umbrella organisation has the same status, unless it 
expressly declines it. Certain conditions apply, such as the publication of an annual summary financial 
statement. Having ANBI status gives banks extra comfort and security because it is strictly supervised by the 
Dutch tax authorities.   

Finally, at the start of the customer relationship, banks will ask you to fill in and sign what is known as a tax-
status form, also called a CRS FATCA form. CRS stands for common reporting standard, and FATCA for the US 
Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act. Since 2017, the CRS requires financial institutions to determine the 
client’s country of residence or domicile for tax purposes, and to share this information with the tax 
authorities. Under FATCA, financial institutions around the world must report to the US Internal Revenue 
Service on US persons who are subject to taxation in the United States and who hold accounts abroad. 

Identification of natural persons 

Once the bank knows which entity is involved and who the directors are, the next step is to identify those 
persons. Banks are required by law to record certain private data on directors. These include: 



 

                                                                                                       

§ An authenticated proof of identity: the proof of identity is scanned for authenticity, and must be seen 
by a bank employee in the presence of the document holder. 

§ Address details 
§ Contact details 
§ Tax status (CRS, FATCA): Is the individual or director subject to taxation only in the Netherlands or 

elsewhere, too?  

Source of assets 

As mentioned above, banks must make it clear into how their clients’ have come by their assets. The idea 
behind getting a good picture of a client’s financial situation is intended first and foremost to provide the best 
possible service to you, and also helps to limit any risks to you and the bank. 

In order to identify your assets, the bank will always ask you for annual figures (generally going back no more 
than three years). Many international and migrant churches, however, have not been in existence long enough 
to have annual figures. This is also true, for example, to companies that have been registered with the Dutch 
Chamber of Commerce for less than two years. In such cases, a statement of income and expenditure will be 
requested, and additional questions may be asked about the origin of the assets. Gift deeds are one example. 
It is always advisable to keep financial records that are as comprehensive as possible, because that will not 
only enhance the transparency of your own finances but also help you communicate effectively with banks.   

Cash 

Especially for religious communities, regular cash deposits are still common because of the collections that are 
held during church services. Within religious communities there is also a trend of relatively large donations 
being made to new or recently established communities. This is partly explained by the close involvement of 
the members. Here at ABN AMRO, for example, we see that international and migrant churches often have 
larger income from collections than do “traditional” churches, which, unlike young denominations, are faced 
with aging congregations and declining numbers. Raising money for the purchase or use of a church building is 
a good example.  

In light of the trends noted above regarding the laundering of cash, the large cash transactions that can be 
involved regularly lead to questions among analysts at banks and their regulators. This is largely due to a lack 
of familiarity with the liturgical background of religious communities and the role played by collections, for 
instance. Depending on how much they know about religious communities, banks may ask about the number 
and volume of expected transactions. They do this mainly to determine when a transaction is abnormal, so 
that they do not have to ask unnecessary questions about transactions. This makes it easier both for the bank 
and for you as a customer.  

When it comes to governance, it is also advisable to explore the options for making online donations possible. 
These are transparent and easy to record, and it is also much easier to keep track of money flows and thus to 
report on the finances. Some or all of the collection, for example, can be done digitally. The use of direct debits 
for regular contributions is also growing among international, migrant, and other churches. There are various 
apps, such as Tikkie QR, that enable online donations, which can then be processed directly in online accounts. 
This offers many advantages over cash donations in terms of transparency, regulation and, for example, the 
reporting obligation based on ANBI status.  In addition, it is a solution that makes it no longer necessary for 
religious communities to have high cash balances, and it therefore mitigates the risk of theft and fraud. 

 



 

                                                                                                       

Real estate 

In addition to cash, your religious community may also have real estate. The same conditions apply as for 
other customers: what is its value? Does it have a commercial purpose? If so, what are the annual revenues? 
This, too, is recorded both because of the legal requirements and so that a good service can be provided. In 
cases where a financial statement is available, your real-estate situation will be included in it and the bank can 
use it as a basis for its assessment. 

UBO 

The Ultimate Beneficial Owner is the person who, as the name suggests, has ultimate control over the 
organisation. Legislation on UBOs is becoming more and more extensive. For example, many organisations are 
required to have their UBO(s) registered in the national UBO register by 27 March 2022. This obligation does 
not apply to religious communities, at least not yet, although this is being discussed. However, banks are 
obliged to record what is known as the UBO trail in order to make it clear which UBOs are behind an 
organisation. This also applies to religious communities.  

So that they can make this determination, some banks use a UBO statement. Other banks may ask you 
additional questions to determine who the UBO is. For religious communities, there are no fixed rules 
regarding the UBO, because each one can choose its own form and structure.  

Conclusion 

Some banks make use of a religious-community declaration or ‘Verklaring Kerkgenootschap’. This can be a 
supporting document, but is not enough on its own to establish legal personality. Because clients fill in this 
declaration independently, it can be that the information it contains may conflict with what the articles of 
association say about the authority to represent the organisation. Therefore, and given their duty of care, 
banks must themselves examine how the authority to represent the organisation is arranged within a religious 
community. 

Unfortunately, it is still the case that many bank employees often ask for an extract from the Dutch Chamber 
of Commerce registration listing the directors. As we have seen, because of a legal exception based on the 
protection of religious beliefs, it is not permitted to register directors of religious denominations. A Dutch 
Chamber of Commerce registration is also technically not possible for this legal form. Banks cannot require this 
of religious communities.  

Annex I lists the requirements involved as well as of the documents that religious communities or their 
directors must submit in order to open a bank account. Each bank may differ in terms of whether additional 
questions are asked and, if so, which ones. Not every bank has the same level of knowledge and experience 
when it comes to religious communities. In addition to the legal obligations, banks have their own policies. So 
there may be differences in the information that is requested and the ways in which this is done. However, all 
banks will require the details set out above in order to open a bank account for a religious community.  

Tip 1: After all of the above steps have been completed, the contracts have been signed, and the bank account 
has been opened, pay close attention how payment transactions have been set up. More and more 
organisations are opting for a four-eyes principle or a separation of functions for transactions involving higher 
amounts. That means that there are separate roles for preparing and for sending payments. One person enters 
the payment in internet banking, while another can authorise it. In this way, you cover, or improve how you 
cover, the risk of mistakes, extortion or fraud, because no one can make payments on their own.    



 

                                                                                                       

Tip 2: If you’re looking into the possibilities of investing the community’s assets, don’t forget to apply for a 
Legal Entity Identifier (LEI) code. You’ll need it to buy investment products.  
 
Please note that you do not have to renew this code when it expires. Expired codes are still considered valid. It 
is only when you invest in derivatives that the LEI code needs to be renewed.  

Questions and contact 

If you have any questions or comments about the information in this article, please feel free to get in touch: 

Senne Joustra  
 
ABN AMRO MeesPierson, Instituten & Charitas 
senne.joustra@nl.abnamro.com 

 

 
 
 

  



 

                                                                                                       

Annex I 

List of requirements 

Entity: 

§ Notarised articles of association: if there is an umbrella organisation, these will be the articles of 
association of the umbrella organisation. If there are local articles of association that differ from those 
of the umbrella organisation, only the local articles are required. 

§ Extract from the Dutch Chamber of Commerce registration (for the community or the umbrella 
organisation). 

§ A valid, legally signed certificate of appointment. 
§ Annual figures or other financial statement of income and expenditure, audited and approved by an 

auditor. 
§ A tax-status (CRS, FATCA) form, completed and legally signed. 
§ Some banks ask for a completed and signed UBO form. In that case, make sure that you register the 

right person(s) as the UBO(s). If you’re in any doubt, contact either the bank in question or SKIN. 
§ Some banks ask for a completed and signed church declaration. In principle, this is neither necessary 

nor legally sufficient. However, if the bank insists, and if you decide to provide it, make sure that you 
register the right directors in accordance with your religious community’s articles of association. If 
you register a different director than is possible under the articles of association, this may lead to 
problems with the bank account later on, and even to it being blocked.   

Directors: 

§ Authenticated proof of identity: if the bank does not have this in its system yet, the proof of identity 
will have to be scanned by a bank employee. This is done digitally more and more often, but each 
bank has its own procedure for this.  

§ Private address details 
§ Private contact details  
§ If you are not yet known to the bank: a signed tax-status form (CRS, FATCA), which will allow the bank 

to see in which country you are subject to taxation. 
 


