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“Give me your 990!” 

What do you have to do when you hear these 
words? Unfortunately, not every nonprofit knows 
how to respond to this demand. 

This pamphlet describes the federal public 
disclosure requirements for 501(c) tax-exempt 
organizations. It is intended to help all  
nonprofits (including private foundations)  
understand their obligations when they receive 
requests for information. 

Alliance for Justice is a national association of  
environmental, civil rights, mental health,  
women’s, children’s, and consumer advocacy 
organizations. Alliance for Justice works to secure 
access to justice for all Americans, strengthen 
the role of nonprofit organizations in public 
policy, and foster a new generation of advocates. 

Through the Nonprofit Advocacy Project and 
the Foundation Advocacy Initiative, Alliance for 
Justice seeks to increase nonprofit involvement in 
the policymaking process. In addition to  
publications such as this one, Alliance for Justice 
supports nonprofit advocacy through in-person 
and online workshops and individualized  
technical assistance. Alliance for Justice also 
monitors legislative activity impacting nonprofit 
advocacy, provides information to the charitable 
community, and works to reduce restrictions on 
nonprofits. 

Liz Towne is Director of Advocacy Programs  
at Alliance for Justice. Shannon Garrett is  
formerly Legislative Counsel at Alliance  
for Justice. 
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What information are we  
required to give? 

When responding to requests for documents, every  
tax-exempt organization should know two things: 
	 A.  What a requestor is entitled to receive; and  
	 B.  What information is actually requested. 

A. What a requestor is entitled to receive 
When your organization receives a written or in-person 
request for your organizational tax documents, the  
requestor is entitled to receive: 
•  �A copy of each annual information return (e.g., IRS 

Form 990 or Form 990-PF) filed within the last three 
years, including schedules and attachments; 

•  �A copy of your application for tax-exemption 
(e.g., IRS Form 1023 or Form 1024), including  
attachments and supporting documents; and

•  �An exact copy of Form 990-T, including schedules, 
attachments and supporting documents (this applies 
to 501(c)(3) organizations only). 

B. What information is actually requested 
Your response can be limited to the specific information 
requested.  For example, if a requestor asks for your  
annual information return for the year 2004, you can 
limit your response to your year 2004 Form 990.  You 
do not need to send the three most recent Form 990s if 
only the 2004 return is requested. 

Similarly, if the requestor asks only for your  
tax-exemption application, you can limit your response 
to your Form 1023 or 1024.  You do not need to send 
any Form 990 returns if only the tax-exemption 
application is requested. 
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What documents must be  
included in our response? 

A. Annual information return 
A request for your “annual information return” means 
you must provide, for each of the last three years, a  
copy of: 
•  �Form 990 or Form 990-PF; 
•  �Any attachments; and 
•  �All schedules. 

Remember that you are required to send these  
documents for each annual information return filed 
within the last three years unless the requestor 
specifically narrows the request.

Public charities are not obligated to reveal information 
about contributors.  The law permits public charities to 
omit the names and addresses of contributors in  
Schedule B, as well as any identifying information in 
Schedule B, Part II. 

Private foundations, however, are required to reveal 
information about contributors.  Private foundations 
cannot omit contributor names and addresses.

B. Application for tax-exemption 
A request for your “tax-exemption application” means 
you must provide a copy of: 
•  �Form 1023 or Form 1024;  
•  �All attachments; 
•  �Any supporting documents; and  
•  �Any letter the IRS sent concerning your application.

C. Form 990-T 
A request for Form 990-T means the 501(c)(3) must 
provide a copy of: 
•  �Form 990-T, Exempt Organization Business Income 

Tax Return filed after August 17, 2006 and within the 
last three years; and 

•  �All schedules, attachments and supporting documents 
that relate to imposition of tax on unrelated business 
income must additionally be included.
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When do we have to respond?

A. In-person requests 
If a request is made in person, you must respond to the  
request on the same day. It is recommended, therefore, 
that you have copies of your public disclosure materials 
on hand.

Note that requests sent by courier are considered written 
requests, not in-person requests. 

B. Written requests 
If a request is made in writing (i.e., by mail, fax, email, or 
courier), you must respond within 30 days of receiving 
the request.

You are allowed to charge for copying and postage costs  
incurred when responding to requests for your public  
disclosure documents.  See page 5 for permissible charges. 

What if we cannot find  
the requested documents? 

If your organization cannot locate or never retained a 
copy of any annual information return filed within the 
last three years or your application for tax-exemption, 
copies may be obtained from the IRS Tax Exempt and 
Government Entities Division. See page 7 for IRS  
contact information. 

Note that organizations were not required to retain a 
copy of their tax-exemption application prior to July 
15, 1987.  If your organization filed for tax-exemption 
prior to July 15, 1987, and you did not have a copy 
of your tax-exemption application on that date, you 
are not now obligated to produce a copy.  If you 
retained a copy of your application at that time, you 
must now provide a copy upon request.
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Can we charge for copying 
and postage costs?

When tax-exempt organizations are required to furnish 
copies to a requestor, you may charge for the copying 
and postage costs. 

IRS regulations permit you to charge a reasonable fee of 
no more than the applicable per-page copying fee that 
is used by the IRS under its FOIA fee schedule.*

*

 The 
current IRS FOIA fee schedule can be found on the IRS 
website at http://www.irs.gov/foia. As of this printing, 
the IRS FOIA fees are 20¢ per page. 

You may also charge the actual postage costs incurred to 
send copies of requested documents to the requestor. 

Note that if you intend to charge for copying and  
postage, you must provide the requestor with timely 
notice of the approximate costs and the acceptable forms 
of payment. If you require advance payment and receive 
a written request that does not include a payment, you 
must notify the requestor of your prepayment policy and 
amount due within 7 days.

Acceptable forms of payment must include at least cash 
and money order for in-person requests, and at least 
certified check, money order, and either personal check 
or credit card for written requests. 

* �The IRS’s FOIA fee schedule is the list of charges for 
documents required to be available under the Freedom of 
Information Act. Tax-exempt organizations may disregard 
the IRS’s fee exclusion that makes the first 100 pages of 
copies free. 



What happens if we  
don’t respond?
 
Once a request is made, failure to provide a copy of the re-
quested documents by the response deadline (same day for 
in-person requests or within 30 days for written requests) 
means the organization is subject to a $20 per-day penalty 
for every day that you fail to fully respond. 

For each failure to provide a copy of the annual  
information return (Form 990 or Form 990-PF,  
schedules, and attachments) there is a maximum penalty 
of $10,000.  

There is no maximum penalty for failure to provide a 
copy of your tax-exempt application (Form 1023 or 
Form 1024, attachments, and supporting documents).

Are there any exceptions  
to the photocopied response  
requirements? 

If a tax-exempt organization makes its public disclosure  
documents “widely available,” it does not have to  
provide copies to individual requestors. 

Documents are considered “widely available” if they are  
readily available in a PDF file on your website. The file 
must be an exact image of the original document that may 
be accessed, downloaded, viewed, and printed for free. 

Note that while a PDF file on your website is an  
acceptable alternative to providing copies of these  
documents (either in response to an in-person or  
written request), you are still required to make the 
documents available for public inspection during  
regular business hours. 
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Can we report a tax-exempt  
organization that fails  
to respond to our request? 

Public disclosure noncompliance complaints may be 
filed with the IRS Tax Exempt and Government  
Entities Division. 

Your complaint should include: 
•  �A copy of your written request or a written 

description of your in-person request;  
•  �A description of what, if any, response the 

organization offered you; and 
•  Any other relevant materials or information. 

Your complaint should be sent to: 
Internal Revenue Service   
TE/GE Customer Account Services 
P.O. Box 2508   
Cincinnati, OH 45201  

(877) 829-5500

Additional information about the IRS complaint  
procedure can be found in IRS Fact Sheet 2002-10, 
available online at http://www.irs.gov. 

Are public disclosure  
documents available from 
any other source?

Anyone can request a tax-exempt organization’s public 
disclosure documents from the IRS using IRS Form 
4506-A, available online at http://www.irs.gov. 

Some public disclosure documents for all tax-exempt 
organizations registered with the IRS (including 501(c)
(3), 501(c)(4), and 527 organizations) are also available 
through GuideStar, a searchable database of nonprofits 
located online at http://www.guidestar.org.   



Top Ten Tips on  
Public Disclosure  

	 1. �Know the lobbying and election-related activity 
rules for your organization. 

	 2. �Maintain accurate and complete annual 
information returns. 

	 3. �File accurate and complete annual information 
returns. 

	 4. �Public charities should prepare a copy of each year’s 
Form 990 for public disclosure by omitting the 
names and addresses of all contributors. 

	 5. �Keep public disclosure copies of your tax-exempt 
application and your annual information returns 
filed within the last three years prepared in advance 
of requests. 

	 6. �Create a PDF file of these documents and place it 
in a public location on your website. 

	 7. �When you receive a request, identify the exact 
documents the requestor is seeking. 

	 8. �Respond to a request for public disclosure in a 
timely manner. 

	 9. �Notify the IRS if the requests become harass-
ing (i.e., a sudden increase in requests, multiple 
requests from the same person, requests made 
through form letters, requests containing hostile 
language). 

	10. �Contact Alliance for Justice for technical assistance 
at (866) NP-LOBBY (1-866-675-6229) or  
advocacy@afj.org. 
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I.R.S. SPECIFICATIONS
TO BE REMOVED BEFORE PRINTING

DO NOT PRINT — DO NOT PRINT — DO NOT PRINT — DO NOT PRINTTLS, have you

transmitted all R

text files for this

cycle update?

Date

Action

Revised proofs

requested

Date Signature

O.K. to print

Part I

INSTRUCTIONS TO PRINTERS

FORM 990, PAGE 1 of 8

MARGINS: TOP 13 mm (1⁄2 "), CENTER SIDES. PRINTS: HEAD TO HEAD

PAPER: WHITE WRITING, SUB. 20. 
INK: BLACK

FLAT SIZE: 216 mm (81⁄2 ") � 835 mm (327⁄8 ), 

FOLDED TO 216 mm (81⁄2 ") � 279 mm (11") 
PERFORATE: ON FOLD

OMB No. 1545-0047

Return of Organization Exempt From Income Tax

990
Form Under section 501(c), 527, or 4947(a)(1) of the Internal Revenue Code (except black lung

benefit trust or private foundation)

Department of the Treasury

Internal Revenue Service
� The organization may have to use a copy of this return to satisfy state reporting requirements.

For the 2005 calendar year, or tax year beginning

, 2005, and ending

, 20

D Employer identification number

Name of organization

Please

use IRS

label or

print or

type.
See

Specific

Instruc-

tions.

E Telephone number

Number and street (or P.O. box if mail is not delivered to street address)

City or town, state or country, and ZIP + 4

Check here �  if the organization’s gross receipts are normally not more than $25,000. The

organization need not file a return with the IRS; but if the organization chooses to file a return, be

sure to file a complete return. Some states require a complete return.

Revenue, Expenses, and Changes in Net Assets or Fund Balances (See the instructions.)

Contributions, gifts, grants, and similar amounts received:

1

1a

Direct public support

a

1b

Indirect public support

b

1c

Government contributions (grants)

c

1d

Total (add lines 1a through 1c) (cash $
noncash $

)

d

2

Program service revenue including government fees and contracts (from Part VII, line 93)

2

3

Membership dues and assessments

3

4

Interest on savings and temporary cash investments

4

5

Dividends and interest from securities

5

6a

Gross rents
6a

6b

Less: rental expenses

b

6c

Net rental income or (loss) (subtract line 6b from line 6a)

c

7

Other investment income (describe �

)

7

(B) Other

(A) Securities

Gross amount from sales of assets other

than inventory8a

8a

R
ev

en
ue

8b

Less: cost or other basis and sales expenses

b

8c

Gain or (loss) (attach schedule)

c

8d

Net gain or (loss) (combine line 8c, columns (A) and (B))

d
9

Gross revenue (not including $

of

contributions reported on line 1a)

a

9a
9b

Less: direct expenses other than fundraising expenses

b

9c

Net income or (loss) from special events (subtract line 9b from line 9a)

c

10a

Gross sales of inventory, less returns and allowances

10a

10b

Less: cost of goods sold

b

10c

Gross profit or (loss) from sales of inventory (attach schedule) (subtract line 10b from line 10a)

c

11

Other revenue (from Part VII, line 103)

11
12 Total revenue (add lines 1d, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6c, 7, 8d, 9c, 10c, and 11)

12
13

13 Program services (from line 44, column (B))

14

Management and general (from line 44, column (C))

14

15

Fundraising (from line 44, column (D))

15

16

Payments to affiliates (attach schedule)

16E
xp

en
se

s

17 Total expenses (add lines 16 and 44, column (A))

17
18

Excess or (deficit) for the year (subtract line 17 from line 12)

18

19

Net assets or fund balances at beginning of year (from line 73, column (A))

19

N
et

 A
ss

et
s

20

20 Other changes in net assets or fund balances (attach explanation)

21

21

Net assets or fund balances at end of year (combine lines 18, 19, and 20)
Form 990 (2005)

For Privacy Act and Paperwork Reduction Act Notice, see the separate instructions. Cat. No. 11282Y

A
C

Room/suite

Accounting method:
F

K

B Check if applicable:

Final return

Amended return

Address change

Organization type (check only one) �
G

Group Exemption Number �

I501(c) ( ) �

527
4947(a)(1) or

H(a)

Yes No

Is this a group return for affiliates?

If “Yes,” enter number of affiliates �

Is this a separate return filed by an

organization covered by a group ruling?

H(b)

H(d)

(insert no.)

Yes No
Initial return

Name change

Are all affiliates included?

(If “No,” attach a list. See instructions.)

H(c)

Yes NoH and I are not applicable to section 527 organizations.

● Section 501(c)(3) organizations and 4947(a)(1) nonexempt charitable

trusts must attach a completed Schedule A (Form 990 or 990-EZ).

Open to Public

Inspection

Check �
if the organization is not required

to attach Sch. B (Form 990, 990-EZ, or 990-PF).

M

(
)

Application pending

Cash
Accrual

Other (specify) �

Website: �

L Gross receipts: Add lines 6b, 8b, 9b, and 10b to line 12 �

J

Special events and activities (attach schedule). If any amount is from gaming, check here �

05

VERSION B
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