
 

 

ICO Registration Guide 
A practical guide for small businesses, charities and community organisations 

 

One of the most common questions we hear from small businesses, charities, clubs and community 
organisations is: "Do I need to register with the ICO?" 

The answer isn't always straightforward. While many organisations are required to pay the ICO's 
data protection fee, others may qualify for an exemption. Unfortunately, there are a number of 
common misconceptions, and many organisations either register unnecessarily or fail to register 
when they should. 

This guide explains the purpose of the ICO registration requirement, highlights some common 
exemptions, and provides a simple checklist to help you assess whether your organisation may need 
to pay the fee. 

 

Does My Business, Charity or Organisation Need to Register with the ICO? 
Many organisations that process personal data are required to pay a data protection fee to the 
Information Commissioner's Office (ICO). 

This guide will help you understand when registration may be required and what steps to take. 

What is the ICO Data Protection Fee? 
The ICO is the UK's independent authority responsible for upholding information rights and 
enforcing data protection legislation. 

Most organisations that process personal data must: 
• Pay a data protection fee 
• Register with the ICO 
• Keep their registration details up to date 

Failure to pay the fee when required can result in enforcement action and financial penalties. 

Who Needs to Register? 

Many organisations will need to pay the data protection fee if they process personal data 
electronically. 

This includes many: 

• Small businesses 

• Sole traders 

• Charities 

• Community organisations 

• Sports clubs 

• Schools and education providers 

However, there are exemptions. 



Three Counties Data Protection ICO Registration Guide 

 

 Page 2 of 4 

Common Exemptions 

You may not need to pay the fee if you only process personal data for: 

Staff Administration 

For example: 

• Payroll 

• Recruitment 

• Staff records 

• Pension administration 

Accounts and Records 

For example: 

• Maintaining accounts 

• Recording purchases and sales 

• Managing invoices 

Personal, Family or Household Activities 

This exemption generally applies to individuals rather than organisations. 

You May Need to Register If You: 

☐ Send marketing communications 

☐ Maintain customer databases 

☐ Use CCTV for crime prevention or public safety purposes 

☐ Hold information about clients, customers, members or service users 

☐ Process personal data on behalf of other organisations 

☐ Operate a website that collects personal information through contact forms or enquiries 

☐ Use personal data for business purposes beyond basic staff administration and accounting 

What About Charities and Community Organisations? 

Many charities, clubs and community organisations assume they are automatically exempt. 

This is not always the case. 

For example, a sports club that keeps membership records, communicates with members and 
operates CCTV may still need to pay the fee. 

Always assess your activities carefully rather than assuming an exemption applies. 

What about CCTV? 

The use of CCTV is one of the most common reasons organisations discover they need to pay the 
data protection fee. 

If your organisation operates CCTV and records images for purposes such as security, crime 
prevention or public safety, registration may be required unless a specific exemption applies. 
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How Much Does It Cost? 

The fee depends on factors such as: 

• Organisation size 

• Number of staff 

• Annual turnover 

Many small organisations pay the lowest tier fee. 

The ICO provides an online self-assessment tool to help determine whether a fee is required and, if 
so, which tier applies. 

How to Check 

Ask yourself: 

• Do we process personal data electronically? 

• Is the processing solely for staff administration or accounting purposes? 

• Do we hold information about customers, members, clients or service users? 

• Do we send marketing communications? 

• Do we use CCTV? 

If you answered "yes" to any of the last three questions, further assessment is likely to be required. 

 

 

Common Mistakes 

� Assuming small organisations are automatically exempt 

� Forgetting that CCTV may trigger registration requirements 

� Registering once and never reviewing details 

� Assuming charities and volunteer-run organisations are always exempt 

� Confusing GDPR compliance with ICO registration 
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ICO Registration Checklist 
☐ Consider all personal data processed by the organisation 

☐ Review whether any exemptions apply 

☐ Consider marketing activities 

☐ Consider membership or customer records 

☐ Consider CCTV use 

☐ Use the ICO self-assessment tool 

☐ Register and pay the fee if required 

☐ Review registration details annually 

•  
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Practical data protection support for small businesses, charities and community organisations 
across Worcestershire, Herefordshire and Gloucestershire. 


