12th January 2001

The Secretary

Inquiry into the Definition of

Charities and Related Organisations

C/- The Treasury

Parkes Place

PARKES  ACT  2600

Dear Sir/ Madam

Please find attached Learning Links response to the inquiry.  The mail version contains a background paper on Learning Links for your information.  Learning links was commenced in 1972 and has enjoyed charitable status for many years.  Our primary focus in on children who have difficulty learning.  This very broad definition includes children with disabilities, difficulties and developmental delays as well as children with specific learning disabilities.

I hope that the information provided is useful and I look forward to receiving a copy of your final report.

Yours Sincerely

Maria Cook

Chief Executive Officer

Learning Links’ Submission

Inquiry into Definition of Charities

and Related Organisations

Executive Summary:

· Implications of current social expectations and experiences for defining charities and related organisations.

Social and Economic Environment

· Decreasing Government Funding and shift from full funding to “Contribution Towards Funding” and competitive tendering for services from both charities and commercial organisations.

· Reduction in real value of Government funding and funding freezes increases pressure on charities to employ and rely on paid fundraisers.

· Government Shift towards “User Pays” philosophy as evidenced with withdrawal of funding to community based long day care centres and push to mandatory health fund membership.

· Growing trend for women to remain in workforce and pressure on families to have two incomes results in fewer volunteers for community sector. 

· Increased accountability requirements on charities eg GST, results in increased need for administration and accounting resources and increased costs such as insurances, and superannuation contributions.

· Increased accountability, reporting requirements and difficulty of economic climate means that charities need to attract and retain highly skilled staff yet often cannot afford to compete for talented staff.  Recent changes to FBT have further eroded charities’ ability to attract and pay skilled staff. 

· These realities are often at odds with the general community’s perception that charities should offer free services and not spend money on administration and accounting support. 

· Increased awareness by parents of the value of early intervention and their children’s rights has placed increasing pressure on charities’ waiting lists and a demand for equity of services in country locations.

· Decreasing Government funding has lead to need to charge fees which in turn has lead to inequity experienced by parents in regard to therapy services provided by charities versus therapy services provided by private practitioners.  Although charities charge reduced fees parents in health funds are disadvantaged, as the fund will not rebate fees.

Major Influences in the Environment in the Coming Decade

· Ageing population and a declining volunteer base will lead to unprecedented demand for services which will need to be high support based and expensive to deliver.

· Increased competitiveness within the education sector as parents demand quality education for all children as a means of access to employment.

· Increasing financial contribution of the community or third sector to national economies as they employ more and more staff and are responsible for the provision of more services to the community. 

· With access to the Internet more and more young Australians and businesses will seek global employment opportunities and we will have a more mobile population.  This means that realistically we cannot expect families to play the same care role they have in the past for dependent children, aged, sick or disabled family members.  This void will need to be addressed by Governments and the community sector in partnership. 

· As a community we will also need to address the educational needs of globally mobile families with young children to ensure they are not educationally disadvantaged.

· More and more children will survive serious illness such as cancer and will need to be supported educationally to ensure that the huge amounts of school they miss does not leave them behind their peers with little hope of employment.

· There will be more emphasis on solutions to social problems and positive outcomes rather then reasons for problems.  This will lead to a less restrictive definitional approach to service delivery and hopefully to the development of more generalists and total support services.

Attributes, purpose and behaviour of the sector and relevance for definition of charities.

· Given the dramatic change in attitudes and language in the field of disabilities the very strict definition of charities needs to be looked at to ensure it does not exclude worthy organisations nor act in a discriminatory or inappropriate way.

· With the reduction in Government funding, increased demand for services and the consequent need to raise funds to support core charitable services more and more charities are looking to commercial activities to provide vital funds.  This should not jeopardise their charitable status.

· Implications of current social expectations and experiences for defining charities and related organisations.

Social and Economic Environment

· Decreasing Government Funding and shift from full funding to “Contribution Towards Funding”

The following table, see Attachment A, clearly demonstrates the huge shift in reliance on Government funding experienced by Learning Links over the past 10 years. 

Government funding contributed 47% of our total income in 1993 compared with only 23% in 1999 a fall of 24%.

· Reduction in real value of Government funding and funding freezes increases pressure on charities to employ and rely on paid fundraisers.

This reduction in the real value of Government funding is clearly demonstrated within our Family Services, which receives State Government funding.  When funding was first allocated in 1979 it was to cover the full cost of employing qualified Family Counsellors for 40 hrs per week based on a client base of 120 families attending one centre.  Despite growing demand for our services which has seen client base increase to over 600 families per week at three centres State Government funding remains at a contribution towards 40 hrs counselling per week.  The actual dollar value has not kept pace with increases in salaries, workers compensation and superannuation. The additional family counselling hours are funded through general fundraising, as are deficits in all our programs.

· Government Shift towards “User Pays” philosophy as evidenced with withdrawal of funding to community based long day care centres and push to mandatory health fund membership.

The following table, see Attachment A, clearly demonstrates the huge increase in Parent Fees as a major source of income experienced by Learning Links over the past 10 years. 

Parent Fees contributed 16% of our total income in 1990 compared with 43% in 1999 an increase of 37%.  The dollar value has also increased significantly from $57,335 to $681,450 in that same period.

This shift towards a user pay philosophy also places children from financially disadvantaged families at far greater risk of educational failure as fees create a barrier to accessing specialist services.  In response to this growing problem Learning Links has always set fees below the real costs of providing the services and offered fee relief.  Despite this, with increasing costs, Learning Links had to initiate a special fundraising program specifically to provide fee relief.  This program raised approximately $10,000 in 1994 and now needs to raise in excess of $90,000.

· The realities of increased accountability requirements, government reporting, increased salaries and expertise required to manage charities is often at odds with the general community’s perception that charities should offer free services and not spend money on administration and accounting support. 

Often charities are challenged in the media for the amount they spend on administration with the acceptable level being set at 10%.   I would suggest that more realistic level is 20% to 25% and that charities need to be supported in allocating resources to ensure a well managed organisation. The general community also needs to appreciate that charities operate in the same commercial and industrial environment as businesses and  that not to have a strong experienced administrative support structure is suicidal and dangerous to clients. 

· Decreasing Government funding has lead to need to charge fees which in turn has lead to inequity experienced by parents in regard to therapy services provided by charities versus therapy services provided by private practitioners.  Although charities charge reduced fees parents in health funds are disadvantaged, as the fund will not rebate fees.

This is a continuing problem as families accessing therapists employed by charities providing one to one therapy are not able to obtain rebates from private health insurance.  In our experience the choice to use a therapist employed by a charity is advantageous for the family as the therapists is already involved with the child and forms part of a holistic and coordinated service. 

Attributes, purpose and behaviour of the sector and relevance for definition of charities.

· Given the dramatic change in attitudes and language in the field of disabilities the very strict definition of charities needs to be looked at to ensure it does not exclude worthy organisations nor act in a discriminatory or inappropriate way.

Our original and legal name is the Association for Children with Learning Disabilities.  We adopted the trading name of Learning Links in 1997 to project a more positive image of the children we were assisting and to conform with best practice and appropriate use of language. 

Our constitutional aims and objectives remain the same as does our charitable status.  It is important that any new definition reflects acceptable language and promotes positive image of disabilities and is sensitive to best practice and adheres to Disability Service Standards. 

· With the reduction in Government funding, increased demand for services and the consequent need to raise funds to support core charitable services more and more charities are looking to commercial activities to provide vital funds.  This should not jeopardise their charitable status.

An example of this in action is the MS Society’s successful venture into the area of professional training and consultancy.  This is an option that will become more and more necessary as charities face increasing demands and reductions in the traditional funding sources such as Government Funding and Donations.  

I feel that it is important to see the whole organisation and not to compartmentalise an organisation.  If the majority of services conducted by an organisation fit the definition of a charity and the proceeds of any commercial enterprises are used to fund those charitable services then it should retain its charitable status.  

To jeopardise an organisation’s charitable status because it operates commercial activities would result in decreasing opportunities to develop new sources of funding which in turn would lead to decreasing income and services and increasing unmet need.

