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We are writing in response to the inquiry into the definition of Charities and Related Organisations.  In this response we will critique the current definitions of charity and public benevolent institutions and then contribute to the dialogue on the features of contemporary    human services delivery. We will also address some of the questions on page 9 of the paper.

CRITIQUE OF THE CURRENT DEFINITION AND THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE CURRENT DEFINITION.

The current definition of charity as outlined on page 11 of the discussion paper is not consistent with the current social expectations and experiences of the human service sector.  In fact “charity “ is a term that is outdated.  It presents notions that are contrary to social justice and human rights.  

For example, in  paragraph 18 it states that 

“the sole or dominant purpose that  is charitable in a technical legal sense, that is

· the relief of poverty, the needs of the aged and the relief of sickness or distress;”

Society has promoted  individualism. Due to the preoccupation on the individual, the attitude towards people who are disadvantaged is that they are the cause of their own circumstances. This attitude breeds the notion of the “deserving poor” and results in some people being discriminated against in obtaining access to services.

The terminology used to define a public benevolent institution is also contrary to current philosophies of empowerment and self-determination.

Paragraph 21 states


“A public benevolent institution (PBI) is an organisation which:

· is a non-profit body

· is established and carried on for the direct relief of poverty, sickness, suffering, distress, misfortune, destitution or helplessness.

· the condition or misfortune relieved by a PBI must be such as to arouse pity or compassion in the community

· is carried on without the purpose of private gain for particular persons

· provides direct relief for the benefit of a disadvantaged section or class of the public.

The language contained in this definition is appalling and reflects a belief system that has dependency as its basis. It also alienates people, defining them in a ‘class’ apart from the rest of the community.

The inclusion of the term pity reinforces the perception that some members of the community are helpless rather than recognising that they are experiencing disadvantage or disempowerment.  Rather than reinforcing the notion of helplessness, language needs to be used to move society and individuals within society beyond this concept.  While we believe that the term charity should not be used, if it is to persist  then the definition MUST be broadened so that it includes organisations whose purpose is positive enhancement for an individual experiencing disadvantage, discrimination or disempowerment.

Maintaining the usage of terms such as charity and helplessness has the following implications for people who have a need to access services denoted as charities and for the community:

· people become socialised to be helpless and therefore lose their ability to problem solve. 

· people can lose their autonomy because they become dependent upon an agency or worker to make decisions for them.

· Consumers using services may experience feelings of being powerless.  

· People experiencing disadvantage have an awareness that society views them as being dependent which has negative connotations.
· Society maintains the notion of the ‘deserving poor’ and begin to resent people who require support.  This results in exclusion which is another obstacle preventing them from experiencing a good quality of life.

· There is no recognition of systemic issues that create disadvantage. 
· Inappropriate responses to dealing with issues are maintained and sometimes expanded upon rather than meaningful long-term solutions to social problems being found. 

The features of contemporary  human services delivery

In the Issues Paper (2000:8) it states that committee has noted some of the changes that have been taking place within the sector over recent years.  It is our perception that while changes to the sector are noted, the philosophy behind the changes are not always understood.  

The predominant philosophies underpinning contemporary community services are empowerment and social justice. People are empowered when they have access to information that allows them to make informed choices.  The empowerment model offers people opportunities to develop their skills so that they can facilitate positive change in their own lives. When people have become empowered, they often become more active in their communities, thereby contributing to the development of community responses to social problems.

Social justice principles are rights, equity, access and participation.   Organisations who practice social justice ensure their constituents are educated about their rights.  They ensure that access to their services is equitable, and that people are treated equally.  They strive for constituent participation, in the planning of services to meet their needs, in the management of the organisation if it is a community managed organisation and in the community itself.  Such organisations often encourage active citizenship.

Organisations that practice social justice and empowerment may not have a clear goal of ameliorating poverty, however because they provide people with opportunities for skills development and inclusion, the amelioration of poverty can be, and often is, an outcome. 

PROJECT BY PROJECT STATUS VERSUS ORGANISATIONAL STATUS: 

There are many organisations with ‘charitable’ status that compete on the open market for work.  It is questioned whether these organisations are advantaged by their charitable status.  In our experience, most of these organisations use the money they earn from the competing in the open market into services that they either receive insufficient or no funding for.  Often the generated funds are used to supplement worker’s wages.  Should they lose their charitable status these organisations would not have the earning capacity they do and therefore services provided by the profits they currently make would be reduced.  This could result in the loss of some services, and especially those that address needs that are not recognised as a priority by governments, such as aged people with disabilities.  It could also result in the loss of jobs. 

It is our belief that whole organisations should receive charitable and/or PBI status.  Because they are not-for-profit organisations, this ensures any profits from commercial services are utilised for the purposes set out in the aims and objectives of the organisation.

