Submission to the

Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related

Organisations.

From Mary Porter CEO, Volunteering  ACT.

The title of this inquiry, “Charities and Related Organisations”, demonstrates the difficult nature of the task of defining the organisations that work in the sector. Therefore we believe that any definitions, which seek to describe it, need to be as broad as possible, so as not to exclude organisations or groups involved in not for profit activity which is of benefit to the community, or parts of the community.

In keeping with our belief we would urge that the important role of particular parts of the sector be recognised. For example peak bodies and their role in representing and supporting the sector. Their work for instance, is critical in maintaining a robust sector through the following activities: developing and sustaining best practice, providing information and advice, including policy advice, consultation on such matters as Government reforms, identifying gaps in service delivery and research etc. Groups or institutions that carry out specialist research on behalf of all, or part of the sector, need to be recognised for the important contribution they make.

When approaching the question of how to define parts of the sector it is necessary to examine the larger question of how do all its parts fit together, work together, or in opposition to each other, when competing for scarce resources. How reliant are the parts on each other in order to be able to survive?

 It follows that the question of definitions in the sector is part of the larger question of the role of the broad not for profit sector, its relationship with government and business and the way the sector is resourced. The Commonwealth Government uses the term a social coalition, to describe its vision of the not for profit sector, business and governments being able to work together to build the social fabric of our society, build capacity etc. However the relationships are not defined and the sector is made up of a large variety of organisations contributing to the health of our community at a number of levels and in a myriad of ways. For instance there are a number of organisations, not captured in current arrangements, which would benefit if included. The numbers and types of organisations, which will need consideration, will grow expediential if the current government policy of devolving activity to the community sector continues.

 Additionally government policy decisions, in relation to parts of the sector, are often made in isolation to the whole, creating difficulties and misunderstanding within and outside of the sector, causing time and resources to be wasted in rectifying or attempting to rectify mistakes.
How do not for profit organisations generate sufficient resources to sustain their not for profit activity, (being carried out, often, and usually, on behalf of the government) without the organisations devising ways to generate those resources? Not to do so would be irresponsible. Because of the constant need to obtain resources organisations cannot always have 100% of their energy devoted to service delivery. This often means charging fees for service, using consultants to develop expensive tender documents, devoting time to research possible partnerships, constantly “marketing” their “product”, and looking for more and more innovative ways to raise the necessary capital to sustain the day to day work. 

However there appears to be a misunderstanding of the role of the so-called “commercial activities” of some of the not for profit organisations. Activities should be defined in terms of their end purpose rather than purely in terms of the activity in isolation from the core purpose or purposes of the organisation. There will always be the danger for some organisations to hide behind the not for profit status to obtain an unfair advantage or avoid an obligation, gain a benefit from or use a loophole in the legislation for instance. However in creating definitions to prevent this happening we may also possibly penalise the majority of the sector, already under huge pressure. 

Recently in an article in the Sydney Morning Herald, (Spectrum, Dec.9 2000), John Huxley wrote about “compassion fatigue”, a phenomena I have been observing in the community and the not for profit sector for some time.  We would do well to recognise and take into account this phenomena in the context of the Inquiry as it goes to the very heart of the problem that is being experienced in the not for profit sector.

 He wrote

”--as the Federal and State governments continue to slough off traditional social service responsibilities and force schools, hospitals, social clubs to seek funds elsewhere---“
Further he quotes the Report of the Industry Commission Inquiry into Charitable Organisations published in 1995

“The sector pre-dates any form of government intervention on behalf of needy citizens. It arose from compassion, goodwill, and foresight of men and women of philanthropic, humanitarian and religious conviction, and has continued to serve, expand and diversify since colonial days. The charitable sector underscores many basic values in Australian democracy. It exemplifies the principles of pluralism, free choice and the right of citizens to participate in and take responsibility for their community. -----“  

Again we see the need to define or understand the whole, and parts, of the sector, and to recognise that such terminology as Charity and Welfare are probably outmoded and no longer serve to describe the reason for the existence of organisations providing a wide range of services to clients.  The environment in which these organisations work is of course vastly different to the one in which the terminology had its genesis. It is of course vastly different to just a few years ago, when far more services were provided directly through government programs, and the sector was funded through grants in aid covering infrastructure costs as well as operational and project costs. The client of the services have also changed, for instance some times the client is a person who is seriously disadvantaged, other times a person who needs information or referral, or the provision of entitlement. Sometime the client is another organisation needing service provision or representation by a peak. The sector is no longer a benevolent entity reaching out to the needy individual in a patronising relationship. Organisations are more likely now to empower the client, working with him or her, (or the group), in a support or coordination and information role. 

Organisations are also presenting a more professional “face” to the community, devoting scarce resources to staff development and training, where possible, employing sophisticated systems to manage the day to day functioning of the business as usual. This does not mean that the organisation should be treated like a for profit business, with shareholders and the capacity to make a profit on their behalf. Not for profit organisations obviously are not about making a profit and exist in this very difficult and demanding environment, facing challenges at a number of levels. Improvements to work practices and the way business is conducted are often instituted in order to respond to the “work smarter mantra” but often come at a considerable cost to the organisation involved.

Organisations, in attempting to work in a way, which will be sustaining and developmental, are forming partnerships with other stakeholders across a range of other interest areas perhaps. What is often unrecognised is the substantial corporate knowledge about the environment that they contribute to these partnerships, and the large numbers of volunteers that contribute millions of hours of unpaid work bringing an added value, which is difficult to measure in real terms.

The Charitable Inquiry of 1995 had this to say regarding the economic value of volunteer labour:

“Any attempt to determine the value of volunteers also has major practical and conceptual difficulties which make sector wide estimates of dubious value. For this reason the Commission did not attempt such a valuation.”

The current environment, which is characterised by tendering processes and purchaser provider contracts versus grants in aid, and a greater demand for services, largely created by current government policy, has led to the following:

· Lack of resources to sustain infrastructure in the not for profit sector.

· Less time to devote to policy development and consultation due to high demand for client contact.

· Greater use of voluntary labour to meet demand.

· More complex situations to deal with.

· High staff turn over in some areas due to stress levels of staff

· Neglect of staff training and development, due to the redirection of scarce resources.

· More time spent on chasing resources through fund raising exercises, or through sponsorship and other relationships with the corporate sector.

· Need to create “products” to sell in order to fund budgetary shortfalls e.g. in the area of sustaining infrastructure.

· Greater reliance on the role of Peak bodies which consult, lobby and advocate on behalf of the sector.

· Loss of expertise and corporate knowledge through staff losses and short term contracts. 

· Inability to plan long term.

· Change fatigue and uncertainty

· A breakdown of trust in the sector and less cooperation.

This is obviously not a time to introduce further factors that will lead to more uncertainty in an already stressed sector. Undoubtedly there are a number of groups, or organisations, that believe the current definitions and associated benefits, or otherwise, are unfair or discriminatory. Undoubtedly there are numbers of organisations not considered that should be included. More will emerge in response to government policy and the changing nature of our society itself, which gains momentum with each new decade.

There are many challenges and questions. How will organisations be able to be “ admitted” or “excluded”? If we have a too narrow definition it will only serve to seriously disadvantage not only the sector but also the community. Too broad will end up being “one size fits all” which could be impossible to administer. Who will administer the conditions under which groups can apply? How will this process itself be monitored for effectiveness in achieving the desired outcomes? These are all vexed questions. It is to ensure that mistakes that have occurred in the past are not repeated, all be it in a different form, that I would hope that a way could be found to broaden this inquiry to deal with the larger issues that form the context of this discussion.

