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INTRODUCTION

Evidence to show that a thorough overhaul of the current status of charities and related organisations is needed can be found in recent media claims that one in seven Australians, including one in eight children, is living in poverty. Even worse, in many families unemployment is intergenerational.
Even so, Australians in general are living far above their means with a foreign debt of close to $300 billion. Furthermore many young people are forced into a culture of indebtedness by the necessity of buying the education that they need in order to find a place in the workforce. This highly undesirable set of conditions is neither sustainable nor ethical.

If the claims mentioned are even approximately correct, our nation is in the grip of a social and economic crisis that will not be solved by a merely cosmetic treatment of fringe issues., A close investigation of basic policies in the area of social services is urgently needed, with a review of the means by which both public (government) and private (non‑government) provisions of critical importance are delivered. This examination should be undertaken in the knowledge that what we put in place during our time will affect future generations.

2.

THE PROBLEM OF VALUES AND INTERESTS

A radical reconceptualisation of Australian social policies is long overdue. The starting point is to determine where the responsibility rests for providing the essential core services that constitute the common good.. This includes deciding who is to deliver the basic provisions that are the entitlement of every member of a civil society and paid for by taxation.

SUBMISSION TO: INQUIRY INTO THE DEFINITION OF CHARITIES AND RELATED ORGANISATIONS
What is required is a process of national consultation, negotiation and joint, decision making with a focus on the practical and philosophical aspects of the notion of the common good. This cannot occur without reference to what is considered to be in the national interest. These ideas do not at present seem to occupy much political attention.

Resistance to the idea of common interest is strong in contemporary politics. Instead of greatly valuing cooperation, altruism, saving, reducing consumption, self sufficiency and sharing, the values of the market place ‑competition, self‑interest, conspicuous consumption and economic growth ‑are the dominant paradigm of contemporary life. Within this paradigm the privatisation of public assets and government services is accelerating, the financial strangulation of public schools and hospitals is reducing their capacity to function effectively and unrealistic budgets are forcing the adoption of administrative practices that are damaging the best of our culture (e.g. the ABC).

In practice, economic rationalism in the public sphere is rampant and rapidly dismantling what it has taken generations to create. 0;;,, Austr 0'a"W. govemment has been given a mandate to do this. Thq processes underway include the stripping of public assets and core government responsibilities in order to pass the most profitable sections over to private ownership and/or control. This leaves an increasingly marginalised and stigmatised base which is steadily decreasing in quality and increasing in cost as it struggles to meet the demands of a concentration of people with exceptionally high levels of need and little or no choice.

Control of essential public services should never pass out of the hands of the community as a whole.  For this reason, governments who fail to protect essential public assets are illegitimate and not worthy of the trust invested in them.

3.

A NEW APPROACH TO CHARITY

The approach taken by this submission to the review is to argue that current social and economic practices are unsustainable and have failed to meet the challenges of the modern world. For these reasons a fresh conceptualisation of the roles of the government and non‑government sectors should be undertaken. As part of this process a radically new understanding and definition of what constitutes charities and charitable behaviour is needed.

Two fundamentally different forms of charitable behaviour need to be distinguished. The simplest and most immediate form consists of acts of kindness and direct assistance that caring and compassionate people engage in when they respond to others in distressful circumstances. This is undertaken without expectation of reward and is given freely by people who are socially and emotionally integrated. . Actions such as these are the foundation of a healthy civil society and provide the optimum climate for the rearing of secure and stable children and young adults. For this reason at least, these acts of love and connection need to be facilitated by all levels of, government as they should be valued as the basal elements in a caring, fair and just social system.

The other form of behaviour described as 'charity' emerges when social conditions have deteriorated to the point where levels of need have become so great that the services required to satisfy them must be centralised into organisations so extensive that they need substantial government funding to function. These 'charities' have large administration staffs, capacious accommodation, well appointed office facilities including computers and other equipment, various means of transport, etc., as well as armies of volunteers without whom many, if not most, of their activities would collapse. This is the picture we see now.

As the 'charity' industry has reached this stage in Australia we must accept, the fact that we are in the midst of a social crisis, and one of the most significant obstacles to resolving this crisis is in the structure of the charity system itself. This has developed as a result of the interests that have become invested in these organisations and are determining their evolution.

A charity that receives funds from government sources ceases to be a totally independent agent. A situation is created in which there is ambiguity in relation to responsibility and accountability for the services being provided. For example, questions arise concerning contractual arrangements such as 'commercial in confidence' clauses; transparency of processing; duty of care; the distribution of money; unintended consequences of actions; the monitoring of outcomes and public information feedback, etc.

An organisation that is concentrating on providing a particular 'charitable' service might not be sufficiently concerned with the causes of problems it is responding to.  A more objective approach is to put more effort into the elimination or at least reduction of those causes.
When the main aim of an Organisation is to provide a service and has invested its energies and resources into developing that service to a high standard, it may become profitable through grants, contracts, donations, etc., to encourage clients to become dependent on it for those services. In this way the Organisation becomes a self‑perpetuating institution ‑ even less interested in fostering the qualities of personal independence, empowerment, confidence, self‑reliance and rehabilitation.
When charities become mainstream operators in society in the areas of health, education, age and child care, accommodation, employment, counselling, etc., their activities can easily become indistinguishable from and mistaken for regular business enterprises. But they make it more difficult for the average business to compete with them if, as charities, they are in receipt of the special taxation and rates allowances that charities and religious organisations are now given... If members of staff are paid according to privileged taxation arrangements including a range of fringe benefits this also gives them an economic advantage not available to others in the market place. In such circumstances there are serious ethical problems that would not be tolerated in a truly fair, equitable and just society.

The more that this kind of 'charitable Organisation' becomes entrenched in the social fabric, the easier it becomes for governments to legitimise the conscription into them of people who receive unemployment or disability allowances, pensions and other social benefits. This would be under the guise of 'mutual obligation', but could easily operate without regard for the needs and capacities of the people involved. The more that governments depend on these organisations to serve political objectives, the more charity itself is perverted in the process.

In a period of increasing hardship and disadvantage many organisations compete with one‑another for the 'charity dollar'. The flow of donations, grants and volunteers begins to dry up and the sympathy and support of people of goodwill begins to decline. If we are to believe the media, this situation has already been reached and it appears that many people in poverty and distress are currently unable to find the help that they desperately need.

Should the current charity system be shown to be a failure, it will become clear that it is always the most alienated and marginalised people that are the ones to fall through the cracks of the system. These are the ones who neither appeal to prospective donors, nor fall into the categories of disability or disadvantage that the general public feel sympathy with and agree deserve their support. These are the ones that are in most need of our care and concern and are the least likely to receive it when the culture of community responsibility has evaporated.

SEPARATING CHARITIES, INTEREST GROUPS AND BUSINESSES

The most serious problem with charities are they are currently defined and constituted is that many of, them are like businesses or have a business strand to their operations.  For example, they employ staff, have complex administrative and executive structures, lease or purchase a range of buildings and accommodations, engage lawyers, accountants, and other professionals, and tender for contracts, etc. All this is in addition to organising armies of volunteers.

Instead of remaining as a number of localised groups of civic minded and compassionate members of the community who volunteer if and when small-scale, short‑term practical intervention is needed and who maintain an observer status so that conditions continue to improve, 'charity' has merged with essential, mainstream activity that should be associated with the idea of charity. This is particularly so in the fields of education, health and employment. The two ways in which these mainstream provisions should be delivered are through both government and private enterprise with the choice between them being left open to all individuals according to their means and preferences.

THE NEW VALUES OF COMMON INTEREST

To correct the unfortunate direction taken by the charity sector at this time, changes will need to be made in the values held by the entire social service field:

We should return to the notion of the common good and to being community oriented We should foster the concept of being connected socially and culturally ‑ in all the diversity that embraces ‑ and focus on the mutually dependent relationship that we all have with one‑another.

•
We need to establish which core public services should be the entitlement of every Australian and paid for through taxation.

•
Federal government should not be involved in the direct funding of basic services. The responsibility should remain with the States through a socially equitable and fair manner of distribution.

•
The role of Federal Government should be limited to determining national goals; setting policies, standards and priorities; and maintaining a coordinating, regulatory and supervisory brief.

Since all sustainable human activity depends on a well managed natural environment this must be recognised as a fundamental element in all decisions. No lasting success can be achieved in relation to the points above unless our dependence on a healthy environment is taken into account. Consequently all goals, programs and services must be based on concern for the biosphere including the conservation of biodiversity. For this reason, criteria for ecologically sustainable development must be the starting point in any decision making process.

6.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT FOR AUTHENTIC CHARITIES

If basic social services were delivered more ethically and democratically there would be no need for the huge charity organisations that we have in Australia.
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Nevertheless, there will always be the need for small‑scale local providers of short‑term intervention in times of crisis, and some need for long‑term follow​up and monitoring. This is the appropriate area for charitable activity and it deserves the support of all sectors of society.

The delivery of this kind of assistance should be in the hands of volunteers who act as a bridge between those in distress and the public services put in place for society at large. These volunteers become the necessary link with social services whose capacity to respond will always be limited and, therefore, in need of augmentation. Funds, donations, etc., raised to support this kind of activity should never be paid to the charity workers themselves but preserved in a fund and spent on obtaining any special services required by those in urgent need. This is the essential condition which protects the public from charities with a conflict of interest arising from being in receipt of monies raised for the purpose of delivering their own services. Where charity is concerned it is essential that these functions are strictly separated.

Since authentic charities must not take the shape of business organisations, they deserve the level of community support required to enable them to conduct their activities effectively. The responsibility for ensuring that the level of support is adequate rests on the community as a whole. Consequently the community needs to develop the structures which facilitate this kind of activity. This can be effectively and economically achieved through very well equipped community centres.
One significant advantage of concentrating local support services and social activity in a neighbourhood centre is that the visibility and accessibility of this provision is improved. At present knowledge of the charities in a specific region is very difficult to gain. There is no register of charities available on request (as the writer of this submission discovered when she made personal inquiries prior to writing this submission). This is a serious weakness in the present system for it is also not possible for a member of the public to elicit who is currently benefiting from the special taxation rates, fringe benefits and other advantages allowed to those who have charity status in any given locality.

SELF‑HELP GROUPS

It is just as important to distinguish between different kinds of voluntary groups as it is to distinguish between groups that are voluntary and those that include paid members.

A clear distinction should be drawn between true charities which serve others in distress and the 'not‑for‑profit' groups that are formed by people with a shared interest or cultural connection. It is important that voluontary groups that meet for the purpose of self‑help, to pursue a mutual interest or hobby, or simply to enjoy a cultural activity, should never be mistaken for a charity. These groups would include A.A.; sporting clubs; arts associations; and those who gather for religious, philosophical, or political reasons.

Although these groups are qualitatively different from charities (being more inward looking than charities) they do serve a very important function in building and reinforcing community and social relations. For this reason they should be considered as significant and valuable elements in the fabric of a culturally diverse society.

7.

SUMMARY

This submission has attempted to reveal some of the problems related to charities and social welfare in general. It has exposed areas of weakness, ambiguity and dysfunction in the current social system and has proposed some radical changes in direction. It places the central responsibility for providing core, essential public services with governments, and views private enterprise as an important independent means of delivering alternative and more extensive services.

It has argued for a fresh approach to charity that considers only voluntary activity as worthy of the name ‑ relocating paid work in the area to the category of business enterprise. It distinguishes authentic charity from self​help and mutual interest groups on the basis that the latter have a vested interest in what they engage in, in contrast to true charity which is always altruistic in character.

