UCL and Lancaster suspend Ukrainian societies over charity law drone purchases
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Two UK university student unions have suspended their Ukrainian societies following the discovery of transactions that may have contravened charity regulations by purchasing drones intended for use in the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. The unions at University College London (UCL) and Lancaster University initiated these suspensions as part of investigations into alleged violations of UK charity laws.
Both student unions are recognised charities regulated by the Charity Commission, which oversees the appropriate use of funds and fundraising activities. According to the Charity Commission, engaging in activities to provide military supplies or aid to foreign armed forces does not align with charitable purposes, and is thus prohibited under UK charity law.
The investigations arose after it was revealed that significant sums had been used by the societies to purchase drones. UCL’s student union suspended its Ukrainian Society in March after it emerged that the group had utilised £1,500 in profits from a club night held in Mayfair the previous October to acquire a DJI Mavic drone, an asset frequently employed by Ukrainian forces in their combat against Russian forces.
Artur Podsokha, president of the UCL Ukrainian Society, expressed his views on the situation, stating that he felt compelled to take action. “I couldn’t remain silent while Russia’s war has been terrorising our country since 2014,” he stated. Podsokha further clarified that the society’s funds had not been raised explicitly for military purposes but derived from event profits, emphasising a sense of responsibility to assist fellow Ukrainians in their struggle.
Lancaster University’s Ukrainian Society similarly faced scrutiny after it was reported on social media that it had amassed over £20,000 to support Ukraine, with more than half of that figure allocated to drone purchases. In a social media post, the society detailed the acquisition of three DJI Mavic 3 Drones, alongside various drone parts for the territorial defence forces.
Responding to inquiries from the Financial Times regarding the allegations, Lancaster University’s student union acknowledged its recent awareness of the issues. A statement indicated that while no formal investigation had been launched, the society's affiliation was suspended out of caution, pending further inquiry. The student union also clarified that the Ukrainian Society did not receive any funding from the university itself.
The Ukrainian Society at Lancaster University defended its activities, maintaining that its fundraising efforts were strictly humanitarian in nature. “We have never made any announcements or posts regarding fundraising directed at military targets,” they asserted, emphasising that any communications suggesting dual-use items were connected to the personal initiatives of individual members rather than official society activities.
Podskha affirmed that the society felt a profound sense of privilege to be safe in London while conflict rages in Ukraine, sharing that the soldier who received the drone sent them a thank you video post-delivery. UCL expressed support for the union’s decision to suspend the Ukrainian society during the ongoing investigations, stating that the disciplinary processes are independent of the university itself.
As these investigations continue, it highlights the complex interplay between charitable activities and regulations amid a broader geopolitical conflict. The Charity Commission has previously issued warnings regarding similar issues, demonstrating the ongoing challenge of ensuring compliance with legal standards as fundraising for conflict-related purposes intensifies.
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