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Submission to the Inquiry into

the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations
Summary of Our Organisation

The Mount Barker Family House is a Community Centre/Neighbourhood House, founded in 1983 with the support of local, state and commonwealth governments, in response to requests by local residents. It promotes the well-being of the local community by integrating community development with mutual support and adult learning. It is a not‑for‑profit, secular, non-government community service organisation and is a legally incorporated association. It principally serves the Mount Barker Council District and is one of 80 Community Centres in South Australia.

The organisation offers free or low cost opportunities for people to gain support and information, progress with personal development, build networks, share resources and learn new skills.  Staff work closely with allied service organisations in the areas of health, welfare, education and employment and maintain a programme of diverse activities in response to community needs.

The Family House is financially supported by all levels of government, is governed by a voluntary Committee, managed by a Community Development Coordinator and employs childcare workers, tutors and volunteers. Our current annual budget is $104,000 with approximately 80% from governments and 20% from participants' fees, donations and other fundraising.
The organisation has ITEC status and wishes to gain DGR status through definition changes recommended as a result of this Review and the acceptance by the commonwealth government of those recommendations.

Issues for Consideration by the Enquiry
Our Community Centre meets current social expectations

Our long‑established Constitutional Objectives, encourage local residents to take part in the development and well‑being of their community. This sits well in the changed social environment in which we work, with the emphasis in recent years being on community capacity building and the development of social capital. We focus on prevention, self‑help and advocacy for individuals, rather than direct charity assistance.

Current definitions do not reflect social expectations

Despite having Income Tax Exempt Charity status, we are unable to gain Deductible Gift Recipient status because although most of our work is with disadvantaged people, not a high enough percentage of our activities fit within the existing definition of Public Benevolent Institution. In addition, Community centres/Neighbourhood Houses are not listed with other public, beneficial and educational institutions such as public art galleries and museums.

Disadvantage caused by definitions being out‑of‑date

We are constrained in service provision by our inability to gain tax deductible gifts. An inequitable situation exists in which organisations with a similar ethos as ours but which emphasise direct charity assistance to disadvantaged people, rather than prevention and capacity building, are able to develop through the advantage of holding DGR status. Without DGR status, we are less able to attract donations from Trusts and private donors and we cannot maximise our finances through the salary packaging advantage that PBls have with regards to Fringe Benefit Taxes.

How definitions should be changed

Community Centres/Neighbourhood Houses emphasise community capacity building and the development of social capital by focussing on self‑help, prevention and advocacy rather than on the provision of direct assistance. Definitions need to be changed to capture the work of our sector: to support our efforts which act to prevent distress, poverty, illness and isolation.

The PBI definition should be extended to those not‑for‑profit community service organisations which focus on activities which support community well-being through prevention, social inclusion, capacity building, education, advocacy, peer‑support and self‑help.

We note in the Inquiry Issues Paper, item 13, that where a business sets up a fund used to provide equipment to a Community Centre, that fund may be considered charitable, and presumably employees' donations to the fund would be tax deductible. It is incongruous that donations made directly, to the Community Centre would not be tax deductible where the Community Centre has been denied DGR status.

Treatment of fundraising activities undertaken by not‑for‑profit organisations
It would assist us if no distinction were made between commercial and non-commercial activities undertaken by not‑for‑profit community service organisations, as all profits are directed to activities or infrastructure which supports the core purposes of the organisation. Some of our income is derived from fundraising activities such as garage sales and the additional administrative burden of gathering the GST may prove a disincentive for small organisations such as ours to fundraise in this way.

Janet Chambers 
Community Development Coordinator

20 December 2000

