AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM

Submission to the 

Inquiry into the Definition of Charities 

and Related Organisations

January 2001

About the Australian Blindness Forum

The Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) was formed in 1992. It is an unincorporated body, funded only through the contributions of its members. Members are organisations that provide supports to people who are blind or vision impaired. The term “blindness agency” is used in this submission to refer to these organisations.

The primary purpose of the ABF is to facilitate interaction and communication between its members for the benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired, their families and the wider community. 

The ABF is located in the office of the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind in Melbourne and funds the position of a Policy Officer (Blindness and Vision Impairment), based in ACROD House in Canberra.

The ABF appoints Australian delegates to the World Blind Union (WBU).

The ABF welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to this Inquiry.

The nature of blindness agencies

While the ABF does not hold the status of a public benevolent institution (PBI), its members are PBIs. Some of these members are among the oldest charitable organisations in Australia, including:

· Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, founded in 1860

· Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind, formed in 1866

· Royal Blind Society of NSW, formed in 1875

· Queensland Blind Industrial Centre (now Vision Queensland), established in 1883.

· Royal Society for the Blind of South Australia, established in 1884

· Royal WA Institute for the Blind, established in 1895, is the oldest registered charity in Western Australia

· Association for the Blind (now Vision Australia Foundation), founded in 1895

When these blindness agencies began, a particular aim was to look after and protect their clients who were blind or vision impaired. Some saw their role as being from the “cradle to the grave”. Over time and through the growth of the blindness agencies, people with blindness and vision impairment received an education, became employed and enjoyed life experiences in the community. 

Today, in meeting their purpose, blindness agencies provide a range of specialist services to people who are blind or vision impaired and their families. The agencies are committed to providing quality services that enable children, adults and people who are ageing to develop skills, self-esteem and live with dignity and independence in the community.

Some blindness agencies are incorporated under their own Acts of Parliament; others are incorporated under Corporations Law or as not-for profit associations under the relevant State/Territory Associations Incorporation Act.

Blindness agencies that carry out fundraising activities can only do so if registered under the relevant legislation in the State or Territory, for example, the Charitable Fundraising Act 1991 (NSW) and the Charitable Fundraising Regulations 1993.

A voluntary board or committee of management governs a blindness agency, whether large or small. The board or committee usually comprises a mix of individuals with blindness and vision impairment, families and members of the wider community.

Blindness agencies are accountable to a number of sources for the type and quality of services provided and for the management of their funds, including:

· people who are blind or vision impaired, their families and advocates

· donors and supporters

· licensing authorities

· funding authorities
No blindness agency is totally funded by Commonwealth, State or Territory Governments. Income from these sources range from 10% to 70% of total income, with most averaging around 33%. Some blindness agencies, for example the Guide Dog Associations and Seeing Eye Dogs Australia, receive no government funding and rely totally on community support.

Blindness agencies that receive recurrent Commonwealth funding under the Disability Services Act 1986 for employment and training services are required to deliver, monitor and account for their service delivery in accordance with Commonwealth Disability Services Standards and funding agreements.

Blindness agencies that receive recurrent funding from State/Territory Governments under the relevant State/Territory disability legislation are required to meet their obligations to the Disability Services Standards in the State/Territory and the terms of agreements with funding bodies.

Some blindness agencies receive Commonwealth funding under the Aged Care Act 1997 and are required to provide, monitor and account for their accommodation services in accordance with the Quality of Care Principles in section 96-1 of that Act.

Agencies that provide education services to children and young people receive funding from Commonwealth and/or State/Territory Governments. For example, the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children receives funding from the Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs; NSW Department of Education and Training; NSW Ageing & Disability Department and NSW Department of Community Services.

Throughout their existence, blindness agencies have had to rely on the financial support of the community. Today, they pursue fundraising income in a variety of ways including corporate sponsorship; trusts and foundations; special events; telemarketing; mail appeals; badge days; collection points; art union, lotteries, raffles and bingo.

Many agencies report that generating income from fundraising is incredibly competitive from established and new groups, such as museums, art galleries and children’s hospitals. 

Some blindness agencies operate services that provide supported employment for people who are blind or vision impaired. These agencies are required to operate with the ‘dual focus’ of financial viability through commercial activity and sound management and quality service provision to people with blindness or vision impairment.

Support for submission by ACROD

The ABF strongly supports the submission made by ACROD, the national industry association for disability services, to the Inquiry and, in doing so, concurs with the following statements made by ACROD:

· A modern definition of a charity should allow commercial activities if those activities assist an organisation to achieve its charitable purpose.
· Charitable status should be assigned to an organisation as a whole, not some of its parts only.

· The purpose rather than the nature of an organisation’s activities ought to determine its charitable status.
· A definition of charitable activity should include indirect service provision of a preventative, advocacy or self-help nature.

· The definition of charity should encompass organisations that seek in a non-partisan way to influence public policy and public opinion, as long as their activities serve their charitable purpose.
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