Humanist Society of South Australia Incorporated
G.P.O. Box 177, Adelaide, 5001

Submission to the Inquiry into the definition of charities and related organizations

The Humanist Society of South Australia is a very small organization which recently had to make application to the Tax Office and after a change to our Constitution they agreed that we are a non-profit organization.   This simply means that provided our income (as defined) is less than $416 p.a. then we pay no tax. Our claim that we should be granted charitable status under the advancement of education clauses was not acceded to. 

In our view our objects of seeking a rational approach to all human affairs; providing a constructive alternative to religions and dogmatic creeds; defending freedom of opinion and civil liberty; supporting, by democratic and constitutional means attempts to improve social conditions; together with our meetings and journals shows that we do serve a useful, educational purpose in society and should be entitled to charitable status. This would not give us a taxation advantage at the present time but might make us eligible for tax deductible gift recipient status.

We do operate a small charity service in that every year we collect money and goods as a Christmas present for women and children in Women’s Shelters. We only cover a few shelters and this work could be extended if we had more money. If we were entitled to tax deductible gift recipient status we could raise more money for this purpose but examination of the application form gives little encouragement. It appears that only large organizations need apply.

Our knowledge of many other not for profit, voluntary organizations and charities makes us realize that we are all losing members, getting older and likely to fail in a few years. Churches are having to combine parishes, all organizations have to cut their budgets. In these circumstances it seems unrealistic for the government to expect charities to take a greater load when it comes to looking after the poor and needy whose numbers are increasing. However we believe the government could assist by making the definitions as broad as possible and making their application simpler.

In Holland and Norway the tax laws allow that a percentage of one’s tax is sent to the religion of your choice. Similar systems are developing in Belgium and partly in Germany. Humanism is included in their definitions hence Humanist hospitals, Senior citizens homes, counselling services, Universities and more are now available for all, but particularly for those who do not wish to pay lip-service to a God. While we do not expect the law to be changed to this extent we do expect the acceptance of the principal that all religions, and Humanism, Rationalism, Atheism and others concerned with ethics and morals should be treated on the same basis.  In this modern scientific world the Australian government should realize that a large percentage of its citizens do not believe in any kind of supernaturalism.


/next

We therefore recommend that:

(1) Where the word “religion” occurs the words “religion and other belief systems” be substituted.

(2) The requirement to believe in a “supernatural being” be eliminated.

(3) A suitable definition of a “Charity” would be:
”Organizations whose aims, capacities and history offer constructive, cooperative help according to need (including physical, emotional, educational or social incapacities) irrespective of recipients’ sectarian or partisan commitment, gender or ethnic origin, and in accordance with the universal declaration of human rights.”

The issues paper points out that not for profit bodies that carry out political or lobbying purposes are not considered charitable. With regard to political parties, (i.e. those that put up candidates for election) they already have tax deductibility status but all organizations should be able to lobby (i.e. write letters or make submissions like this, and publicise their views). In this changing world no government can claim to be right on everything it does or allows to happen, therefore every citizen and group should have the right (and the duty) to lobby governments on any issue they regard as important. Priests and Bishops do this, and so they should, and so should others. We therefore recommend that:

(4) The word “lobbying” be deleted or carefully defined. to exclude letters and submissions to government or the media.

With regard to your question “Is it appropriate to distinguish between commercial and non-commercial activities undertaken by charities and related organization” we would say yes, it is appropriate for all organizations conducting commercial activities whose income exceeds $100,000 per annum to be taxed on the commercial part as any other business. 

Finally we ask that you make an overall review to ensure that the definitions are as broad as possible, requiring a minimum of paperwork and leave no doubt as to whether one’s organization is eligible. 

R.M. Clifford

President
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