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Re: INQUIRY INTO THE DEFINITION OF CHARITIES AND RELATED ORGANISATIONS
SUBMISSION FROM THE HUMANIST SOCIETY OF VICTORIA. (HSV)
The HSV is a secular, ethical and philosophical Society and reflects the

views of the large section of the community which supports Humanist objectives.

These are: 
a)
to help create a society in which all persons can fulfil their potential free from supernatural influence,

b)
to foster a scientific approach to solving human problems.

Our submissions are based on members' views expressed at a specially convened group discussions. Information is obtained from literature, public lectures and from members with relevant expertise. The convenor of the submissions committee is authorised to present these views.

DEFINITION AND INFORMATION REGARDING THE HUMANIST SOCIETY OF VICTORIA.(HSV)
The HSV meets the definition of a community service not‑for‑profit organisation (para 29, p13) in that it is established for community service where the purpose is altruistic and it operates on a not‑for‑profit basis.

Humanists are people who believe that it is possible to lead an ethical and morally responsible life relying only on human knowledge and experience. We believe that human existence is the best result of natural processes, unaffected by supernatural influences. We believe that it is possible to build a more humane, democratic society using human capabilities tempered by critical reason and in a spirit of free inquiry. We support an open‑ended, uncertain yet optimistic approach to living called Humanism. This lifestance or philosophical life belief offers the hope of a more tolerant and civilised future for humankind.

The Humanists' broadly defined areas of interest are: the ethical and social aspects of education, law, biotechnology, the civil society and environment.

ACTIVITIES

The HSV organises monthly public lectures with prominent speakers on ethical and social issues. followed by comments and questions from the audience. The subject matter often coincides with that of a current call for public submissions.

Monthly discussion groups for HSV members and their friends. Frequently the

subject is a public submission such as this one. ~
Monthly newsletter listing times, venue and subject for these events. Letters to the editor provide yet another means for interaction.

Quarterly publication of an academic type, with essays on Humanist concerns.

Information about Humanism in brochures and via the Internet.

Group participation in community events such as the Reconciliation Walk.

Social events such as outings, summer and winter solstice get‑togethers.
These services provide opportunities for continuing education, for participation in debates on social and ethical issues, for contributing an informed view to surveys of public opinion as in calls for submissions, and for social inter​action and group inclusion.

This, we believ4 meets a growing social need associated with increased leisure time, urban isolation, the need for learning and for social participation.

The above activities and services are organised by an elected, entirely honorary executive and committee. Members obligations consist of the payment of an annual subscription: single &25, couple $30, concession $15 (unwaged and students). A large proportion of the membership pays concession rates which do not cover the cost of services i.e. publications, venue hire for lectures etc. This is subsidised by those who respond to calls for donations. This is the charitable aspect of the HSV.
The above features would identify the HSV as a secular, not‑for‑profit, community service organisation. (para 10, p8) We believe charities should be defined as organisations whose aims offer constructive, cooperative help according to need, irrespective of recipients' sectarian or partisan commitment, gender or ethnic origin, and in accordance with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS ON SOME TERMS OF REFERENCE

Changing social environment: (Para 11, P 9)

The current social environment in Australia is increasingly secular as shown by falling church attendance, closure of churches, falling clergy recruitment numbers, and a marked increase in civil marriage, funeral and naming ceremonies.
or nature of activity (Para 15, P11)
Though these terms are interconnected ( as in e.g. 'educational') we favour the definitions based on the nature of the activity. Different activities should be defined differently e.g. educational, socially beneficial, or for political lobbying purposes. It is appropriate to distinguish between commercial and non‑commercial activities undertaken by charities and related organisations. Any commercial activities undertaken in order to perform core purpose, should be transparent and accountable, and should form a part of the definition of the organisation.
Definition of lobbying (para 20, p 12

We submit that the term 'lobbying, requires a precise definition to distinguish

that which fosters commercial or political gain from responses to calls for submissions ( such as this) and the participation in public debates and in surveys of public opinion. The latter should not be classified as lobbying.

Constraints iEp2sed by the current definition (para 33, p 14).

The HSV is not currently defined as a charity, PBI, religious organisation or community service not‑for‑profit organisation for purposes of any law or administrative practice. The reason for this exclusion is the secular core of Humanism, its lifestance and philosophy. While the United Nations documents on freedom of religion or belief note this broad understanding of life beliefs, in most legal and official dealings only religious beliefs are recognised. These definitions hinder secular groups which provide community services in obtaining tax (gift) deductibility status and other privileges accorded to churches. Tax deductibility status would encourage donations from supporters who regard the group's activities worthwhile. With such means services could be made available at a higher or broader level. Current definitions do not allow regard to be taken of the social environment in which the Humanist societies operate.

The terms "charity" and 'religious organisation" do not adequately allow for

the growing secular nature of Australian society.

As well these words focus on social divisions: 'charity' a humbling legacy of the feudal upstairs/downstairs societies of the past; 'religious' ‑ often sects inimical to each other.

We propose a term such as e.g. "Civil Input Organisation" denoting the activity rather than its recipients (as in charity or in benefits) . It would refer to a community and society as a whole and not as segmented.

Legislation (para 34, p 15)

We would advocate that the definitions be enacted in legislation and encompass current thinking which will come from this Inquiry and that they be free from any political or ideological bias.

Humanist organisations overseas (para 35, p 15)

In the Netherlands the state allocates funds on equal basis to Protestant, Catholic and Humanist organisations to run educational and social institutions: universities, hospitals, senior citizen care, counselling, media activities.

A similar system is developing in Belgium and partly in Germany.

In Norway, since 1981, the Humanists are also recognised as a distinct group, receive a proportional amount of tax‑raised money and are thus a large and active organisation of over 60 000 members. In Australia it is below 1000)

In Sweden the government taxes include fees for its State Church and this money is then distributed to religious organisations only.

In the UK, Canada and the USA, the various branches of Humanist Societies operate as those in Australian States.

Yours sincerely,

Halina Strnad, 
convenor, submissions committee. 
16.1.2001.

