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The Authorization Process

Becoming an Authorized 4-H Group

The volunteer who wishes to charter the group completes and brings to the county 4-H office the 
“4-H Name and Emblem Request Form,” found on the Web at http://web1.msue.msu.edu/4h/ 

downloads/documents/Name-EmblemRequestForm.doc. National 4-H strongly suggests that the 
group’s official name include “4-H” (e.g., Happy 4-H Clovers) so that it is absolutely clear from the 

group’s name that this is a 4-H group.
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All 4-H entities (such as clubs, councils, boards and com-
mittees) must go through an authorization process in order 
to operate under the name of 4-H and receive tax-exempt, 
nonprofit status with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). 
The authorization process consists of three parts:
 1. Obtaining an Employer Identification Number (EIN)

 2. Receiving a 4-H charter
 3. Having National 4-H Headquarters certify to the IRS 

that it is a 4-H entity.

The procedure for becoming a certified 4-H group is illus-
trated in the following flow chart.

The county 4-H staff can assist the individual in completing (or can complete) and filing an SS-4 to 
obtain an EIN for the proposed group.

Once the EIN is received, the county 4-H staff person:

http://web1.
, and either faxes or emails it 

to the address given on the form.

Is the charter order form complete?

The State 4-H Office will 
issue the group’s charter and 

send it to the county  
Extension office.

The State 4-H Office will 
submit the group to National 

4-H Headquarters for  
certification as a tax-exempt 

4-H group.

staff person that the charter 
request is incomplete or in-

correct and what needs to be 
done about it.

The county 4-H 
staff person will 

complete the char-
ter, copy it for the 

send the original 
to the group’s 

contact person.

The county 4-H 
staff person will 

copy the letter for 

the original to the 
group’s contact 

person.

Certify to the 
IRS, that the group 

is a tax-exempt 
4-H entity.

Issue a letter to 
the group stating 
it is exempt from 
federal income 

tax.

National 4-H Headquarters will:

Yes            No
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In summary, the complete procedure for becoming an authorized 4-H group 
involves:

and Emblem Request Form”

with the IRS.

Being an authorized 4-H entity is beneficial because:
Such duly authorized 4-H entities may use the 4-H name and emblem.

4-H entities are exempt from paying federal income tax on 
funds raised on behalf of 4-H to support educational programs.
Donors who contribute to authorized 4-H entities may deduct donations 
such as gifts, bequests, legacies, devises or transfers under the IRS Code.

Although using the telephone 

Headquarters nor the State 4-H 
Office recommend it because, in 
some cases, the IRS representa-
tive also insists on receiving a so-
cial security number. We have also 
heard of instances in which the IRS 
representative refused to accept 
applications over the telephone, or 
would only do a limited number of 
them.

group and keep the copy for your records.

More Information
For more information about the tax-exempt status of 4-H groups, visit the 

www.national4-hheadquarters.gov/
library/fs-tax_exempt_v2-08.pdf.

Employer Identification Numbers (EIN)
-

tion to become a 4-H entity, the first step in the authorization process is to obtain 

What Is an EIN?

Which Groups Need to Get an EIN?
All 4-H groups that need a charter

How Does a Group Acquire an EIN?
-

http://www.irs.
gov/pub/irs-pdf/fss4.pdf?portlet=3. Use the sample SS-4 on the next 
page to complete the form. This sample explains which questions 
need to be answered and how to do so.

the SS-4 to assign the EIN number. You may also mail the completed SS-4 



SS-4

only

This is 
typically 

These 
are  

typically 

Your group name should include “4-H” in it and it 
either through a unique name or a ge-

the county as well. Examples:
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Group Description
If this column 
has a check, the 
group needs a 
charter

If this column 
has a check, the 
group does not 
need a charter

If this column 
has a check, 
the group may 
need a charter

Ty
pe

If the group is a:

 
committee

purposes

If the group is a:

D
ur

at
io

n

If the group is ongoing (for more than a couple of 
weeks)

Le
ad

er
Fu

nc
ti

on

If the group functions to further 4-H objectives and pro-
grams

for 4-H

Au
th

or
it

y If the group functions under the direct guidance and 
control of Cooperative Extension

If the group functions under the authority of its own 
board of directors

50
1 

(c
)(

3)
 

St
at

us

If the group has its own 501(c)(3) status

Which 4-H Groups Should be Chartered
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Charters

How Does a Group Obtain a Charter?

http://web1.msue.msu.edu/cyf/youth/downloads/documents/
Name-EmblemRequestForm.doc. National 4-H strongly suggests that 
the group’s official name include “4-H” (e.g., 4-H Happy Clovers) so 
that it is absolutely clear from the name that this is a 4-H group.

http://
web1.msue.msu.edu/cyf/youth/downloads/documents/MI4HCharter 
OrderForm.pdf

 3. Once the State 4-H Office receives a completed form, it issues a blank char-
ter to the county office along with a copy of the request form.

 4.
group leader and makes a copy for the county file.

More Information

www.national4-hheadquarters.gov/library/4-
Hguidelines-v4-26-04.pdf.
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What Are 4-H Charters and Why Are They Important?

A 4-H charter, provided by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
and signed by the Secretary of Agriculture, the national 4-H leader, the State 4-H 
leader and the county Extension educator representative, is the only document 
that officially recognizes a 4-H group and authorizes its use of the 4-H 
Name and Emblem for the conduct of 4-H Youth Development programs.

Which 4-H Groups Should Be Chartered?

The chart on page 4 contains general information about the kinds of groups that 
need charters and those that do not. It is important to consider the entire pic-
ture, when deciding whether a group needs a charter.

Certification of Tax-Exempt Status With the IRS
The third step in the process is the certification of the entity as a tax-exempt 4-H 

Headquarters for inclusion into a request to the IRS. This request is made feder-
ally each December. A group is not recognized as an authorized, tax-exempt, 4-H 
entity until the IRS issues a formal certification letter. This means groups cannot 
raise funds in the name of 4-H prior to receiving their tax-exempt certification 
letter.



Maintaining a 4-H Group’s  
Tax-Exempt Status With the IRS

There are really only two things necessary for a 4-H group to maintain its tax-
exempt status with the IRS. Each year, it needs to report:

 1.

be done at any time during the year, but counties must request charters for 

 2. Its annual gross receipts to the IRS. For most groups, this means the county 

If the 4-H group raises: It needs to file:
$0 and does not plan to raise funds or ac-
cept gifts

$0, but plans to raise funds or accept gifts 
in the future and wishes to remain a tax-
exempt 4-H group

(e-postcard) for Tax-Exempt Organiza-
tions not Required To File Form 990 or 990-EZ”

$0 - $24,999 (e-postcard) for Tax-Exempt Organiza-
tions not Required To File Form 990 or 990-EZ”

$25,000 or more Either:

Or:
 

    Income Tax”

What Will a County Extension Office Need to Know and Do to 
File an E-Postcard?

The IRS has developed an electronic filing system (there is no paper form) for 
the e-postcard. To complete the electronic filing requirement, each county Ex-
tension office will need to have the following information about all authorized 
4-H entities:

Employer Identification Number [EIN])
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All of this information should be found in the group’s files in the county 
Extension office.

To file an e-postcard, go to http://epostcard.form990.org. There you will find 
instructions for:
1. Registering as a new user.
2. Creating and submitting your e-postcards.
3.

Becoming an Authorized 4-H Group and Maintaining that Status 7 
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System Requirements

The following are just a few words about the system that is required and techni-
cal tips to work on the e-postcard site.

To enter the e-postcard site, you must:
 1. Use one of the following Window-based browsers:

•	 Microsoft	Internet	Explorer	(version	5.5	or	newer)
•	 Firefox	(version	1.0	or	newer)
•	 Netscape	(version	6.2	or	newer)

	 2.	Have	cookies	enabled.
	 3.	Have	JavaScript	enabled.

Tips for Using the E-Postcard Web Site

The following are a few general tips from the Web site about moving around in 
the site, saving information and getting help.
	 1.	Use	the	“Next”	and	“Previous”	buttons	to	move	through	the	pages	because	

using	the	“Back”	or	“Forward”	buttons	on	your	browser	will	cause	you	to	
lose	changes	you	have	made.

	 2.	Save	your	work	frequently	because	the	system	will	automatically	log	you	out	
after	30	minutes	of	inactivity.	You	will	receive	a	warning	two	minutes	before	
your	session	expires.	However,	if	you	are	not	there	to	see	the	warning,	your	
changes will be lost.

	 3.	Leave	the	Help	window	open	after	you	have	opened	it	the	first	time	and	the	
window	will	automatically	provide	you	with	appropriate	assistance	when	
you	click	on	the	help	  symbol.

To ensure compliance of all Michigan 4-H groups, county MSUE offices are 
asked to take responsibility for filing the IRS 990 e-postcard for all 
groups each December. This should be done as a part of the county’s  
reenrollment process.

When Is the Filing 
Deadline for a Michigan 
4-H Group?

The first deadline for 4-H groups to 
file Form 990-N (the e-postcard) is 
January 15, 2009. At that time, you 
will need to report your groups’ annu-
al gross receipts for September 2007 
through August 2008. Groups that 
meet the IRS requirements for filing 
Form 990 or 990-EZ must continue to 
file this report on an annual basis.

Why Is Filing Necessary?

Organizations that fail to file the 
notice on time will lose their tax-
exempt status.



EINs
Q. What is an EIN?
A. 
number.

Q. Which groups need to get an EIN?
A. All 4-H groups that need a charter

Q. Why is an EIN necessary?
A. It is the unique, numeric identifier that a group uses to obtain a charter, 
open a bank account and to file its appropriate IRS paperwork. The State 

Q. Why can’t we apply for our EINs online? How about apply-
ing by telephone?
A. 
application system does not allow us to enter our Group Exemption 

In addition, the online application system requires giving out a social 
security number.

You may apply by telephone. However, we do not recommend it because, 
in some cases, the IRS representative also insists on receiving a social 
security number. We have also heard of instances in which the IRS repre-
sentative refused to accept applications over the telephone, or would only 
do a limited number of them.

Charters
Q. What are 4-H charters and why are they important?
A. A 4-H charter, provided by the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) and signed by the Secretary of Agriculture, the national 4-H leader, 

the State 4-H leader and the county Extension educator representative, 
is the only document that officially recognizes a 4-H group and 
authorizes its use of the 4-H Name and Emblem for the conduct of 
4-H Youth Development programs.

Q. What happens to the charter if the 4-H group:
Changes names? 
Disbands?
Does not have a valid charter? It cannot be recognized as a valid 

Q. Can an EIN be placed on a charter so that all of the infor-
mation is in one place?
A. 

IRS Reporting
Q. When is the filing deadline for a Michigan 4-H group?
A. The first deadline for 4-H groups to file (the e-postcard) 
is January 15, 2009
annual gross receipts for September 2007 through August 2008. Groups that 
meet the IRS requirements for filing Form 990 or 990-EZ must continue 
to file this report on an annual basis. MSU Extension offices will need to 
file an e-postcard for all authorized groups by January 15, each year.

Q. Why is filing necessary?
A. Organizations that fail to file the notice on time will lose their 
tax-exempt status.

Q. Will the IRS or the State 4-H Office remind me to file?
A. The State 4-H Office will remind county staff members of the upcom-
ing deadline. County staff members are responsible for completing the 
e-postcard filing for all groups by January 15 of each year. 

Q. How will I know if the e-postcard worked?
A. 
will email the submitter indicating whether the e-postcard was accepted 
or rejected. It is advisable to save a copy of the email message in the 

4-H Tax-Exempt Status
Q. Does tax-exempt status mean a 4-H group does not have 
to pay property or sales tax?
A. The tax-exempt status addresses only federal income tax and does not 
provide exemption from any state or local taxes such as property or sales 
tax. In Michigan, 4-H groups must pay sales tax on items sold. See the 
Michigan 4-H Treasurer’s Record Book (4H-1203) for more information 
on sales tax requirements.

Frequently Asked Questions
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Copyright 2008, Michigan State University

Q. What is the procedure for an existing 4-H group that wants to 
change its name or contact person?
A. You may complete the County 4-H Group Report Form (found on page 
9 of this document), and fax or send it to the person named on the 
form at the State 4-H Office with any requested changes. The State 4-H 
Office will forward the request to make these changes to the National 4-H 
Headquarters. As the parent organization for 4-H, National 4-H Head-
quarters will update the listing with the IRS. The first line of the sample 
form (found on the last page of this document) illustrates how to report 
a group’s name change and also a change in contact person.

Q. How do I report a group that has dissolved? 
A. You may report a dissolved group to the State 4-H Office by entering 
the EIN and group’s legal name on the County 4-H Report form discussed 
above. Then enter the year it dissolved in the “Inactive” column. (The 
second line of the sample form, found on the last page of this document, 
shows this.) The State 4-H Office will follow the same procedure to notify 
National 4-H Headquarters which will report it to the IRS.
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