Family Mediation Centre


Level 4, 1001 Nepean Highway



Moorabbin Victoria 3189



Phone: (03) 9555 9300



Fax: (03) 9555 1765


email: family@mediation.com.au


httv://www.mediation.com.au

Submission: Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and


Related Organisations
Introduction

I‑,

FMC Relationship Services is a not‑for‑profit community based organisation which was established in 1985. Since that year the organisation has expanded and developed a number of services aimed at assisting families to improve relationships together.

We welcome the opportunity to comment on the Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations. The focus of this brief submission is on FMC Relationship Services but the issues and comments raised are pertinent to many organisations in "the sector".

Attributes and Purpose of FMC Relationships Services.

FMC Relationships Services is currently classified as a charitable institution under paragraph 65 J(1)(b) of the Fringe Benefit Tax Assessment Act 1986.

FMC's core activity is the provision of a direct mediation service for families with the goal of relieving high levels of distress at the breakdown of their relationships. This service is provided in English, Chinese, Mandarin, Teo Chiew and Vietnamese. The majority of the clients serviced are suffering financial hardship with many in receipt of social security benefits. Our aim is to assist these families negotiate financial arrangements, parenting arrangements and child support. One of our principle objectives is to work directly with both parents and children and in particular to alleviate the distress and helplessness experienced by children. The work with children is unsubsidised.
The organisation provides mediation and support services in the Danderiong Family Court! This work is also unsubsidised
Also provided is a mediation service for parents and their adolescent children who are at risk of becoming homeless. Our role is to assist these families resolve their conflicts to enable the young person to remain in the home. The parent/adolescent program is also available to newly arrived communities from African countries 0oint project with Ecumenical Migration Centre)

Other programs include Financial Counselling to assist people experiencing poverty and financial distress, Men's Relationship Program to assist and support men post separation; and a program to assist school communities develop dispute resolution activities.

Current Social and Economic Environment

Factors which impact on FMC Relationship Services

Higher divorce rates in the Australian community 

Closure of Family Court Mediation Services and Voluntary Counselling Services 

Family Law Reform Act 1995 and the emphasis on mediation‑as primary dispute resolution and the rights and best interests of children 

Reductions in funding to Legal Aid 

Uncertainty regarding the future of Community Legal Centres; 

Increasing costs of private solicitors Increase in the numbers of youth suicides 

Increase in the numbers of homeless people 

A large proportion of women and children suffer poverty and financial hardship as a result of separation leading to education and career disadvantage for children (Institute of Family Studies) 

A high proportion of mothers and children in their care rely on Social Security for their main income post‑separation (Australian Institute of Family Studies)

Funding levels received by FMC Relationships Services are far less than those required to provide Court based services and as an organisation we cannot afford to offer salaries that are comparable with private mediators or indeed those paid to former Court mediators. In reality we are required to do more for less.

Supplementing income from non‑core activities is extremely limited given funding body requirements that the organisation meet client quotas and outcomes. What little income is generated in non‑core activities is used to assist the organisation meet its primary objectives as per our funding agreements. No income or assets are distributed to staff or Board members apart from wages for work performed during the working week.

Many of the organisations's clients are referred from Legal Aid and increasingly the Family Court of Australia. These clients do not have the financial resources to engage private lawyers or pursue matters in the Family Court and are effectively denied the right to natural justice and are therefore severely disadvantaged.

Whilst our funding body requires us to charge fees for service these fees provide only a small proportion of the actual cost of providing the service (currently only 7% of annual income). Clients are not refused service due to inability to pay ensuring that the organisation remains accessible to all.

Recommendation 
Currently FMC Relationship Services receives little benefit from its charitable status and strongly recommends that the definition of 'charitable' be broadened. Furthermore we would submit that the definition of Public Benevolent Institution be expanded to include FMC Relationship Services and like organisations
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