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This submission is made in a private capacity on behalf of Kim Polistina who works and volunteers extensively in the not-for-profit section of the leisure field.   It addresses the following Terms of Reference:

1(a)
the attributes, purpose and behaviour of such organisations in light of the current social expectations and experiences;

2(b)
any current use of the concepts for social, economic, legal, regulatory, statistical or academic purposes;

Summary of main argument of submission

The basic conclusion of the submission is that the definition of what is a community service not-for-profit organisation is biased toward an outdated belief that leisure is simply something that is engaged in after work and hence marginalised as unimportant.  This belief and subsequent definition does not acknowledge the contemporary notion of leisure as an essential and integral part of a high quality of life which promotes social cohesion and healthy individuals and communities (Polistina, 2000).  It also does not encompass the multitude of community service activities which not-for-profit leisure associations and clubs provide for the community.

Submission focus

This submission is directed at the not-for-profit community based leisure sector which is primarily run by volunteer members, funded by membership fees or fundraising activities and has the specific intent to provide the community with a source of leisure which enhances the diversity of leisure opportunities within society.  This submission does not include sporting organisations that incur profits from gambling, poker machines or have substantial financial support from sponsors or other such avenues.  The focus of governments and large organisations on sport as the main form of leisure provision in our society is detrimental to the continued diversity of leisure options provided to the community.  

Benefits derived from community service activities provided by not-for-profit leisure associations

The following is a brief summary of many of the benefits provided to society from not-for-profit community based leisure associations:

Whilst many of these community base associations are specific to their related field, as a collective they provide the basis of affordable and attainable leisure for the community at large, particularly for those from low socio-economic areas.  They cannot, therefore, be judged on an individual basis as this does not allow for the synergetic response to community needs for a diversity of recreational opportunities that is provided from their existence as individual associations.  Consequently, this sector does not lend itself to being defined or quantified under such a restrictive definitional banner as that which currently exists in Commonwealth law.

Health benefits

The health benefits obtained from the engagement in community based leisure that is freely chosen ranges from psychological (relaxation, reflection, mental stimulation, stress relief) through to physical (exercise, organised group health days e.g. visits to the blood bank days).  

Education benefits

Education benefits are derived from a multitude of avenues.  For example, in outdoor recreation clubs (such as birdwatchers, recreational canoeists/kayakers and bushwalkers) this can range from the study of native flora and fauna on club trips to invited guest speakers at club events (for example, presentations from St. John’s ambulance on first aid and the Wilderness society on environmental issues).   

Community arts and development groups also provide educational benefits by stimulating community members’ creativity and imagination which in turn motivates them to engage with their wider community.  A variety of avenues are utilised by such associations including (but not limited to) dance, art, craft, theatre, mime, acrobatics.  

Benefits to individuals of the community with additional needs 

Therapeutic recreation is seen as an invaluable tool for people in society with additional needs.  Peterson and Gunn (1984) note that therapeutic recreation facilitates the development, maintenance and expression of appropriate leisure lifestyles for individuals with physical, mental, social or emotional limitations.  Individuals recovering from traumatic incidents resulting in them sustaining additional needs often require extensive re-education of the basic motor and cognitive skills of everyday life.  Therapeutic recreation provides the essential processes for this lifestyle re-education in which leisure is a major element.  These associations also provide programmes for at risk youth, increasing general access to recreation for people with additional needs and provision of leisure and life education for people who have been long term employed. Once again, many of these associations are not-for-profit and very successfully run and organised by volunteers.

Leisure education

A large part of the underlying social and community benefits derived from the existence of not-for-profit community based leisure organisations is their ability to provide informal, non-threatening leisure education.  This is a major concern for society given increasing unemployment rates, aging population and the rise in awareness of the need for social acceptance and inclusion of people with additional needs. 

The rising level of unemployment in our society is a constant reminder that excessive free time and low incomes are an issue for many Australians.   The use of inexpensive community based leisure through not-for-profit association has been utilised extensively to provide direct relief to the boredom that results from this excessive free time.  Hence, assisting with the reduction of crime and substance abuse within Australian society.

Social Capital benefits

The level of social capital inherent in not-for-profit community based leisure organisations is another aspect which assists in recognising the high level of community service provided by these organisations.  The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) utilises a working definition of social capital as “social relations of mutual benefit characterised by norms of trust and reciprocity.” (Winter cited in ABS, 2000, p. 6).  Collaborative projects between different sectors of society and the not-for-profit community based leisure sector abound, a few examples follow:

· environmental rejuvenation projects between government departments, environmental groups, outdoor recreation groups are common place; 

· community arts groups, local community associations and universities collaborate for community development projects, and 

· joint provision of outdoor activities between outdoor recreation and therapeutic recreation groups. 

· members of outdoor recreation groups are often called in to assist with search and rescue operations when inexperience individual find themselves lost in natural areas.  

Activities that provide further community service are events provided by not-for-profit community based leisure associations designed to assist with funding and other support for external not-for-profit community based groups.  For example, activities conducted by outdoor recreation groups to raise funds for community groups and organisations such as Care Flight and Red Cross.  Other examples may be the subsidising of first aid courses for club members and organisation of club groups to give blood to the Blood Bank. 

Community values vs economic values

The majority of these associations are self-funded through club memberships and small fundraising activities, which are utilised to sustain the associations activity provision for its members.  It is therefore inappropriate to assume that these not-for-profit associations can be placed on a level playing field with the commercial sector.  Particularly given that these not-for-profit associations are often, if not always, not privy to the same information, funding and other governmental support as commercial operators.   This is primarily due to the underlying community values philosophy held by these not-for-profit groups rather than the economic rationalist philosophy held by commercial operators.   

Definition of a Charity, Not-for-profit or welfare organisation

Given that these not-for-profit community based leisure associations and clubs hold many characteristics which are utilised to define charities and community service not-for-profit association, such as:

· relieving sickness and the needs of the aged, 

· providing activities and programmes designed to assist counseling organisations (long term unemployed, at risk youth).

· providing activities for people with additional needs,

· assisting with supporting emergency and rescue services,

· not being government controlled,

· non-profit, and,

· catering to a diversity of community individuals and their needs

it is argued that these associations should be included in the definition of community service not-for-profit organisations. 

The arbitrary definitive powers provided to government department officials (for example, the Taxation department) are also of concern.  It is difficult to prevent anomalies and bias in decisions making with regard to who is or isn’t a community service organisation from within departments which could be seen to be at odds with the philosophies of community based service associations.  Therefore, an independent organisation is required to provide a reference point between all sectors.  An organisation such as the UK Charities Commission model would provide such an external and independent body.  
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