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Getting to grips with  
copyright

Introduction 
Copyright is complicated! We hope this booklet, which, whilst not 
claiming to be a definitive guide, will help you navigate your way 
through the potential minefield of copyright law and how it affects 
churches. As many of you will already know, agencies exist, such as the 
Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI) and One License 
(formerly Calamus). These companies offer a variety of licences that 
cover a range of copyrighted material that is often used by churches.

This booklet sets out to do two things: to take the reader through 
some of these licences and agencies, explaining how and when each 
should be used; and to look at a variety of common copyright
scenarios that churches may find themselves in – such as using sheet 
music, showing TV programmes or photocopying from magazines.  
I hope you find it useful.

After reading this booklet if you have further questions you can 
contact CCLI, One License or PRS directly via their websites for 
further assistance.

Andy Jackson
Head of communications
The United Reformed Church, April 2021
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These days it is very easy to ‘copy’ anything – from the words of a poem 
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generated works, sound recordings, films and broadcasts – all formerly 
protected for 50 years – are now copyright for 70 years, following 
legislation to bring UK copyright in recorded music into line with most  
of Europe.

When the copyright protection runs out, the work becomes free of 
copyright and enters what is called the public domain. Once in the
public domain you are free to use it as when and how you like without 
prior permission or a copyright licence from an agency.

Looking at some licences
So, as we said, the good news is that churches do not need  
to obtain copyright permission for every song they want to  
sing or piece of music they want to play. Using an agency that offers 
a relevant range of copyright material is much easier. In all, we’ll be 
looking at a few agencies and quite a number of licences.

To help you keep track of them, a list of copyright agencies and  
licences is printed as Appendix 1 of this booklet. We’ll start by looking 
at some of the licences offered by Christian Copyright Licensing 
International (CCLI).

These licenses are generally priced based on the average size of 
your church congregation and/or the number of events and live 
performances you have per year.

Six key licences
It’s sensible to consider these CCLI licences in sets. First, the Church 
Copyright Licence (CCL) and the Music Reproduction Licence (MRL); The 
Streaming and Streaming Plus Licence; the PRS for Music Church Licence, 
coupled with the Phonographic Performance Ltd Licence (PPL) and the 
PRS for Music Church licence. Read this section in some detail and don’t 
assume you need all six licences!

The CCL and the MRL
Together, these two licences cover your 
copyright requirements for most of the 
worship music needs of your church. Put 
simply, the CCL covers you for reproducing 





https://uk.ccli.com/streaming/
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covers live music performances including up to six concerts or recitals a 
year (above which you will require a licence directly from PRS for Music). 
When combined with the PPL Church Licence (see above), these licences 
permit you to play commercial music recordings on your premises, for 
example, during fetes or coffee mornings, where you are playing music 
in the background, exercise classes or public hire events. As with other 
licences it is priced based on the size of the congregation in your church. 
The PRS for Music Church Licence is a venue-based licence, meaning 
it only covers your premises. This does have the advantage that third-
parties are covered by your licence when they hire 
or use your premises.

Operating CCLI licences
As we saw, CCLI copyright licences  
cover a large selection of the Christian hymn 
writers, composers and publishers who produce 
worship material. But not all! Checking is always key in copyright and, 
especially if your church has specific needs, it’s good to check exactly 
what any licence covers before investing in it.

We’ll come later to some of the other agencies, but most copyright 
licences operate in much the same way: there is a need to record 
copyright and to report the use of copyright materials. Again, we’ll look 
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A wider look at copyright

Now that we’ve looked at a few licences in some detail, we are ready 
to take a wider look at copyright. The bad news is there are many more 
licences out there! But the good news is that few churches will need all  
of them. As is already clear, copyright law can be complicated and  
detailed and you can need more than one licence to cover just one work 
– at its simplest, one for the words and one for the music. But the key to 
good copyright housekeeping is to check what is covered in each licence 
against what you actually need and use.

It is also important to remember that if the material is not covered by 
any of these company licences you must contact the owner yourself to 
seek copyright permission before you use the work in any way. You can 
do that by phone, email or letter to the copyright holder directly.



14 

TV/radio in the church
An ordinary TV licence is required to 
show live television or listen to live radio 
programmes during any and all church 
activities, including worship. This does 
not, however, give permission to use 
copyright material in a public place, 
which a church is deemed to be.

Following a recent change to Section 72 of the Copyright Designs  
and Patents Act, the licensing required to show television broadcasts is 

https://uk.ccli.com/ccli-news/showing-live-television-in-church/






The United Reformed Church | Getting to grips with copyright 17

or discussed and the extensive book review pages of national 
newspapers would be impossible without it. Just make sure you 
acknowledge the source fully and that it really is a fair use with a 
short section and not pages worth.
 
If you are copying, but not photocopying, a small proportion of the 
work – e.g. a sentence or two from a news article or three paragraphs 
from a novel – then you will almost always be legal. But a line or two 
from a short poem or prayer? That’s not so clear. The clearest balance 
for fair dealing is usually whether the reproduction or performance  
of a work will have any economic impact on the copyright owner. If 
there’s any chance it could, an application for use should be made to 
the owner.

Rejoice and Sing
At this point we’ll take a special look at our own 
United Reformed Church hymn book Rejoice and 
Sing. You might feel absolutely sure you don’t 
need permission to copy any hymn you like from 
it. After all, Rejoice and Sing belongs to the URC! 
Well, not all material in the URC hymnbook is the 
sole copyright of the URC.

Almost half the rights to the lyrics of hymns in Rejoice and Sing belong  
to either Oxford University Press, who published it for the URC, or  
various other publishing houses. Some of the hymns (words only) are 
covered by a CCL licence. Rejoice and Sing, itself, carries nine pages of 
copyright acknowledgements.

And it’s not one of the publications that include permission to 
photocopy in the purchase price. It carries the familiar legend:  
‘All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form … without 
the prior permission of Oxford University Press or the appropriate 
copyright holder.’
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There are some copyright anomalies. One relates to the Revd David Fox, 
a URC mini 
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Protecting your own work

Although this booklet is meant to help you to respect the copyright of 
other people, you – or your church members – could be creating new 
copyrights for yourselves. So, what about that? A newly written piece 
of work is protected from the moment it’s written down or recorded in 
some physical or tangible format.

People who create new work often post a copy, perhaps as a 
transcript, CD, memory stick, back to themselves by recorded delivery 
so that they have a sealed, dated copy to keep – unopened of course! – 
should anyone challenge their copyright. It doesn’t prove they actually 
wrote the piece, just that they were in possession of it at that time.

Even so, this is common practice and it is advocated by the UK 
Intellectual Property Office, the official government body responsible 
for intellectual property rights, including copyright – and, by the way, 
another source of support in the complex world of copyright.

Your church and the internet
Your church may have a website. Your church may have chosen to 
stream parts of the service live over the internet. Your church may 
like to stream clips from the news. If your church is doing all this, then 
thumbs up for creativity. The internet 
is a major growth area for churches 
but so far we have just mentioned 
it in passing. Now we will look at 
what you need to make sure you are 
appropriately covered for any and all 
copyright material on the internet.
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Putting the Sunday service online
A number of churches are now 
making their main Sunday services 
available on the internet, either as 
a live stream or a downloadable, 
sometimes edited, podcast, so that 
the service can be shared by those
unable to attend church. You may 
need at least one and possibly two 
new licences. Your PRS for Music Church  
Licence does not cover music used in the service for use online. 

Recently the guidance and options regarding copyright have changed 
dramatically. CCLI introduced a streaming licence in mid-March and 
more recently a streaming plus licence to make things easier for 
churches. It is available to any church which holds the ‘base’ ‘Church 
Copyright Licence’. For many churches, this licence will cover them for 
their streaming activity.

For churches who are streaming their services via YouTube or Facebook,
 the CCLI Streaming Licence will cover them for live worship music 
performed as part of that stream. The Streaming Plus Licence would 
now also ensure you are covered for playing the music track as well as 
performing (once again, as long as it is a piece of music administered by 
CCLI.) (This would include services streamed or webcast via YouTube 
but embedded into the church’s own website). This is because YouTube 
and Facebook have their own blanket agreements with PRS for Music, 
negating the need for a church to  
obtain the LOML.

If the church is hosting the stream/webcast on their own website, or a 
video-conferencing platform such as Zoom, they will need the PRS for 
Music Limited Online Music Licence (LOML) in addition to the CCLI 
Streaming Licence or Streaming Plus Licence.

The CCLI Streaming Licence and Streaming Plus Licence includes the 
right to show the words on screen. It also allows a church to make 
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recordings of the services available on their website indefinitely. However, 
the Streaming Plus Licence also allows Churches to include the music 
tracks that belong to CCLI within their service as well.

These licences cover ‘live’ music performances. If a church is using 
recorded music as part of the stream, additional rights come into play. 
This is where the CCLI Streaming Plus Licence can help you out. There 
are also several Christian organisations that provide apps or software 
that provide backing tracks for worship. We know that two of these, 
iSingWorship and Worship Backing Band are giving churches permission 
to use their pre-recorded tracks as part of their streams. However, CCLI’s 
advice would be to check, and ensure you have permission before playing 
a pre-recorded track as part of the stream. The understanding is that the 
PRS for Music Limited Manufacture (LM) licence would NOT cover the 
capture of pre-recorded music during a stream. There is currently  
no blanket solution for this.

Note that, unfortunately, even with the correct permissions in place, it 
is still possible for you to receive a copyright strike from Facebook or 
YouTube, especially if pre-recorded music is being played during the 
stream and is picked up by their algorithms. This is usually because those 
platforms cannot know who has obtained permission and who hasn’t. 
In this case, having first obtained the correct licences/permissions, you 
would be able to successfully overturn this.

Permission should also be sought from the owner(s) of any other creative 
works included in the service. If reproducing bible verses, or liturgy, 
usually there will be copyright information in the front of the publication, 
and usually they will allow for a certain proportion to be reproduced. For 
any images etc. the same rules would apply as in normal circumstances. 
Never assume that you can take an image found on Google and use 
it in a church service or include it in a service sheet or similar without 
permission. Although CCLI do not cover images, There are cases of 
several people who have had to agree a financial settlement with the 
owner of an image, where the owner has discovered that image in a blog 
post or article that the individual has published. 
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With regard to a Service Sheet, as long as there are appropriate 
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the original creator and it can be hard to tell who is. Videos there are 
regularly taken down and reported for illegal use. 

If you wish to use a Youtube video in your service you must make sure 
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Static Pexels and Skitter Photo
These are just a couple of examples of sites that are part of the 
creative commons licencing discussed.

If you look at the leader board and popular searches categories on 
these websites directly, you can browse and search for images that 
are free to use without needing to get permission or state copyright. 

• Static Pixels: https://pexels.com/
• Skitter Photo: https://skitterphoto.com/

Just be careful to check the details on the images before use as some 
areas of the sites can send you to other free sites masquerading as 
‘free’ when they are not.

Copyright watchdogs
Don’t be tempted to think a breach of 
copyright will – always! – go unnoticed. 
Copyright owners can be on the lookout.  
The Copyright Licensing Agency has a 
compliance arm, Copywatch, to counter illegal 
copying of books, magazines and journals – and 
it has been known to send people to check Christmas carol services 
for the odd spot of unlicensed photocopying.

There have been many cases of law firms searching church 
newsletters, websites and other content deliberately looking for any 
breach of copyright. The URC has been involved in several of these 
along with legal battles due to people not checking on copyright 
permissions or having licences. It is therefore imperative that you 
have everything in place before using any form of copyrighted 
material within your church.

This booklet serves as a helpful way for you to get advice on the 
procedures so that you can operate legally and ethically. If you are 

©

https://www.pexels.com/
https://skitterphoto.com/
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Appendix 1
Some copyright source contacts

Christian Copyright Licensing International
www.ccli.com
T: 01323 436 100

Copyright Hub
www.copyrighthub.co.uk

Copyright Licensing Agency
www.cla.co.uk

Creative Commons
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

One License (formerly Calamus licences at Decanti Music) 
https://onelicense.net/

FilmBank
www.filmbank.co.uk

Oxford University Press  
http://global.oup.com/?cc=gb  
T: 01865 355 077

Panel of Worship (Church of Scotland)
www.churchofscotland.org.uk

PRS for Music  
www.prsformusic.com  
T: 0203 741 4591
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Appendix 2
A quick guide to CCLI licences
Not sure which licence(s) you need?
This quick guide licence table from CCLI will help you help you  
determine which licence(s) you require. To find out more about  
copyright in church and the licences available visit uk.ccli.com/churches
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Reproduce/project the words to hymns and 
worship songs P P
Make sudio or video recordings of services 
(non-commercial use only) P P
Stream or webcast your services including  
the live worship* P P P
Photocopy, scan or electronically share 
typeset pages from music publications or 
sheet music files

P P

Photocopy from non-music publications such 
as study guides, course resources, bibles, 
journals, or children’s activity books

P

Hold concerts or recitals on church premises 
outside of Acts of Worship P
Play music recordings such as CDs/MP3s 
during activities outside of Acts of Worship P P P
Play live or recorded music during Acts of 
Worship only (e.g. regular services, weddings/
funerals)

No license necessary

Show films or film scenes in all activities P P

https://uk.ccli.com/who-we-serve/churches/
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Streaming Your Service

Positive recorded worship services on your church’s 
site or other streaming platforms.

P P

Multi-Platform

Stream your worship services  to your favourite 
social media sites and reach a global audience.

P P

Enhance the Sound of your Worship Band

Safe streaming of 150,000 artist’s master recordings 
and master tracks, including multitracks, backing 
tracks and stems.

P

Stream Master Recordings

Use master recordings anytime throughout your 
streamed church services.

P

Stream Multitracks
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Streaming Your Service

Positive recorded worship services on your church’s 
site or other streaming platforms.

P P

Multi-Platform

Stream your worship services  to your favourite 
social media sites and reach a global audience.

P P

Enhance the Sound of your Worship Band

Safe streaming of 150,000 artist’s master recordings 
and master tracks, including multitracks, backing 
tracks and stems.

P

Stream Master Recordings

Use master recordings anytime throughout your 
streamed church services.

P

Stream Multitracks

Enhance the sound of your worship team with 
multitracks (e.g. stems, backing tracks, community 
tracks) while streaming your worship services.

P

Capture the Full Experience

Stream master recordings played to open and close 
services, during notices, or as background music.

P



This is one in a series of booklets designed to give information to 
those working and volunteering within the United Reformed Church.

The booklets can be read and downloaded at  

https://urc.org.uk/your-church/church-guides/



