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CARA

COMMUNITY ACCOMMODATION AND RESPITE AGENCY INC

Part of the Spastic Centres of South Australia Network

RESPONSE TO THE ‘INQUIRY INTO THE DEFINITION OF CHARITIES AND RELATED ORGANISATIONS’

CARA (Community Accommodation and Respite Agency) is a not-for-profit, community based organisation providing both accommodation and respite services to adults and children with severe and multiple disabilities.   CARA is an independent organisation within the Spastic Centres of SA (Network of Services).    The three other agencies which make up the SCOSA Network are :

Community Access Services (CAS) – providing day activities for adults with severe and multiple disabilities 

Community Business Bureau – an organisation providing payroll, finance and HR to the other Network agencies and to other organisations within the community sector

SCOSA Foundation – established to raise funds and to provide a Public Relations service for CAS and CARA

All four SCOSA Network agencies are separately constituted with their own Boards of Management.   The Network relates both formally and informally via a range of protocols and inter-agency arrangements (eg sharing of specialised nursing staff, sharing of vehicles).

CARA supports 550 consumers and employs 267 staff (142 fte’s).

1. SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC FACTORS 

The Funder/Purchased/Provider policy of (State) Government has seen increased emphasis on costs as the principle determinant in the provision of new services.

Most of CARA’s funding however is still ‘block grant’ money.   As a general rule this ‘rolls over’ from one year to the next within an ongoing Funding and Service Agreement with indexation added.    The indexation component however has not kept pace with increases in salaries and wages.   Government policy (unofficial) has tended to assume that individual agencies will develop their own Enterprise Agreements and somehow find the required efficiencies to meet salay and wage increases.   CARA has had five years of Enterprise Bargaining and productivity/efficiency gains become increasingly difficult to identify without breaching duty of care responsibilities (eg staff/client ratios).

Fundraising is becoming significantly more difficult :

· More competition amongst a greater number of agencies 

· Competition with poker machines 
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· Limited response from the business sector despite the call by the Prime Minister for greater corporate citizenship

· Many Government service agencies now insist on fees for services once again reducing individuals’ disposable income.

One of the challenges facing organisations supporting people with disabilities is that we endeavour to promote ability/the dignity of the individual.   This is clearly appropriate however it often means that the message received is that our clients do not need additional assistance.   We are endeavouring to find the balance with a message that there are many more people (like X) who, with your support could achieve a greater degree of independence.

CARA rents most of our accommodation and respite houses from the Public Housing Authority (South Australian Housing Trust).    There has been a (national) dramatic shift away from public housing expenditure and as such, the availability of suitable housing for our clients has reduced accordingly.   Public housing for people with disabilities supported by agencies such as ours now generally requires a sizeable contribution to meet the additional costs such as ramping, toilet/bathroom re-design.    Often that contribution does not involve the Disability Agency retaining any equity in the property.

The number of babies born with Cerebral Palsy is on the increase, a trend that is counter to many other disabilities.   This is primarily due to advances in medical technology and care meaning that babies born with some brain/spinal cord injury are now more likely to survive.

Demand for services such as ours therefore is on the increase.

2. SOME OF THE MAJOR INFLUENCES ON THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE COMING DECADE AND WHAT THIS MIGHT MEAN FOR HOW CARA IS DEFINED 

· More competition with the private sector

· Greater ‘movement’ of consumers between services which will lead to less ‘allegiance’ to CARA (therefore potentially less volunteer and financial support)

· A reluctance on the part of Governments to raise further taxes therefore greater pressure on organisations such as CARA to :

· Trim services

· Seek new avenues of income  (This may lead to agencies such as ours having to devote time and energy to income generating activities thus shifting the focus away from what we are established to provide – ie direct services to people with disabilities.)

· Competition between the not-for-profit sector may result in less incentive for co-operation/joint projects etc

· CARA may need to establish fundraising strategies which earn income from our particular skills/training and ‘intellectual property’:  this will be a dilemma for Governments (and smaller not-for-profit agencies) as the funds for the development of those skills etc has most likely come from Governments in the first place

3. CHANGES TO CARA’S ATTRIBUTES, PURPOSE AND BEHAVIOUR OVER RECENT YEARS AND DEFINITIONAL ISSUES 

CARA has tended to specialise (ie accommodation and respite) and has moved away from a ‘cradle to grave/whole of life’ service however this has not changed our ‘charitable status’.

4. KEY CHARACTERISTICS FOR THE SECTOR AS A WHOLE, PARTICULARLY IN RELATION TO DEFINITIONAL ISSUES

Most not-for-profit organisations (even the larger ones) cannot afford to devote funds to policy/programme development – ie most of their available funds are devoted to direct service delivery.   Governments do not look to purchase these services and yet somehow expect that agencies will fund the resources to develop good policies, standards, work practices and the like.    Similarly, forward planning is difficult when there is little incentive to employ research/policy personnel.    Funding and Service Agreements tend to focus entirely on outcomes for individual clients with little recognition of the importance of research and policy/programme development.

This is why it is critical that organizations (such as ACROD) are funded sufficiently to not only assist with Research and Development but to encourage a co-operative approach across the sector.

Key peak organisations therefore need to enjoy the same taxation status as direct service providers.   If the provision of modern services across the (disability) sector is a key aim, then advocacy, research, policy development etc are as critical as direct service delivery.

Key peak organisations may have a role in the provision of (purchased) advice to the Government however their activities should not just be the sum total of what Governments decide they want to purchase.   (If Peak Bodies are not fulfilling the roles expected of them by their members, then they will not survive in any case.)  Policy and other sector development issues are critical tasks for Peak Bodies and should therefore be adequately funded.

If the focus (ultimately) of an agency is on direct service delivery then commercial and semi-commercial activities devoted to enhancing and expanding those services should be seen in this light (as opposed to profits going to shareholders and/or owners).   With Governments increasingly framing more explicitly Funding and Service Agreements, not-for-profit agencies are unable to use taxpayer funds for the purposes of anything other than activities related to direct service delivery.   Organisations therefore have to make an investment from their own resources in order to generate additional income.

In South Australia, one large Government organisation still provides significant services to people with disabilities.   Many of those services are of the type provided for in the non-Government sector.   Without underestimating some of the restrictions placed on that organisation (as a Government agency) nonetheless, their relative security places them in a very different position to that of the non-Government sector (funding, standards, costs etc).   This has and continues to cause a degree of disquiet within the non-Government sector.

5. FOR-PROFIT ORGANISATIONS

· Can more readily refer back to the Government’s Options Co-ordination system for issues/problems other than the direct personal care needs of clients 

· Are far less likely to attract volunteers and other forms of community support

· Generally do not have the infrastructure (or the desire) to provide back-up services when staff are not available to cover shifts therefore can leave very disabled clients in an even more vulnerable position

· Do not tend to devote any significant energy to policy development and will define the service more in relation to an ‘hourly rate’ rather than in other ways, ie it tends to be a business arrangement, primarily rather than a wider sense of ‘duty of care’

6. SHOULD DEFINITION BE BASED ON THE PURPOSE OF THE ACTIVITIES CARRIED OUT BY THE ORGANISATION ONLY OR ON THE NATURE OF THE ACTIVITY?

If service delivery involves (as it does) research, development, advocacy etc as well as direct service delivery, provided that the benefits accrue ultimately to the client group(s) then the definition of a charitable/PBI agency should encompass those activities.

7. SECONDARY PURPOSES?

Where there is an insufficient agreement on the medium to long term benefits of those activities.

8. RELIGIOUS ORGANISATIONS

Taxpayer support should be for those services which directly (short/medium or long term) assist the designated client group.

9. DISTINGUISHING COMMERCIAL AND NON COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES?

Not if the activities are directed towards providing direct benefits to the client group.   Local (State) Community Grants have in fact been targeted at agencies who are interested in exploring new income generating activities.    Seed funding for such initiatives is appropriate.

CARA  

· Is defined as a charity

· Is a not-for-profit organisation 

· Has PBI status 

(The only constraints to service provision are financial rather than definitional)

10. RELEVANCE OF TERMINOLOGY

Definitions should begin with the client group and activities (directly or indirectly) designed to assist that client group.   Whether the service is provided by a not-for-profit or a Religious organisation (Not-For-Profit) is not important as long as the benefits accrue directly to the client group.    For-Profit organisations should be treated differently for taxation purposes simply because their profits are designed to benefit shareholders/owners and not the clients (or potential new clients).

There is much confusion over the terminology eg where does charity vs Not-For-Profit vs PBI begin and end?

Direct assistance, if narrowly defined, will continue to reinforce the marginalisation of certain client groups.   A broader approach which incorporates advocacy, encourages independence, dignity and self esteem via a community development approach also needs to be supported just as strongly as direct assistance.

11. LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK

It does seem appropriate for National legislation (reflected at the State level) to be the appropriate framework for definitions of what is a charity etc.

Greg Box 

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER

CARA INC

19 January 2001 
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