Submission of the

Nursing Mothers’ Association

of Australia

to the Inquiry into

The Definition of Charities

And Related Organisations

Executive Summary

The Nursing Mothers’ Association of Australia believes that the current definitions of charities and Public Benevolent Institutions should be updated and modernised to reflect current community thinking.

Any new definition should include

· An emphasis on health care and prevention rather than just the treatment of illness. It should include an emphasis on the whole community as well as the individual

· Self-help groups who have an emphasis on helping the broader community

· The flexibility for charities to be involved in commercial activities and advocacy.

The Association also urges the Commonwealth Government to encourage state legislators to seek uniformity for their legislation dealing with charities.

The Nursing Mothers’ Association of Australia (NMAA) is a self-help organisation that has been operating to assist families for the last 36 years. The primary aim of the Association is to aid women to successfully breastfeed their babies. 

NMAA operates in all States and Territories with a secretariat in Melbourne and smaller offices in some states. It is a limited liability company, administered by a Board, comprised of members from all over Australia. Structurally, the Association has Branches in each state with local Groups spread throughout the nation. Different state laws mean that some activities eg raffles, need to be organised differently in each jurisdiction. For a nationwide organisation such as ours it can cause a number of problems.

The Association also has a wholly owned Trading Company - Mothers Direct. 

Activities of the organisation include running a 24hr/7 day Australia wide counselling helpline that is free to all callers and handles over 250,000 calls each year; over 40,000 community education events per year at no cost to the community; free material supplied to most hospital maternity units across Australia; 1200 trained volunteer Breastfeeding Counsellors who are in local communities in every state and territory and provide services to all families in the community; and training for health professionals. It requires a significant level of funds to provide all these service to all the community at no cost. There are also some services that are provided just to Members. 

Advocacy to government and private business in order to bring about change for the good of the community is also an essential role of the Association.  Self-help groups, with their extensive links throughout the community are often in a unique position to understand suitable changes that should occur.

Currently NMAA has PBI status, in recognition of the important health benefits associated with successful breastfeeding. The organisation has a very strong education role and plays a significant function in primary health care by promoting healthy lifestyles.

When NMAA began in 1964 it was in an environment that encouraged subscriptions and donations, and it was sufficient for the organisation to survive financially. This environment no longer exists and it is not possible for us to rely on these “traditional” areas for money. It is imperative for organisations such as NMAA to be much more flexible in the way that they raise funds. This has included setting up a trading company, as well as entering into partnerships with Government to help deliver primary health care by education and support. Any definition of charitable institutions has to allow for this flexibility; otherwise it will not be possible for them to exist.

It would be inappropriate for any changes to preclude charities selling product. Currently in Australia, the selling of product is recognised by most of the community as an appropriate way for charities to raise money, and an updating of the definition should reflect this. Any restriction of present activities would probably precipitate a curtailing of some services to the community.

NMAA believes that the current definitions of charities and Public Benevolent Institutions are not suitable for our social climate. It is no longer seen as desirable to only treat those who are ill, we now recognise that it is critical to do all possible to prevent sickness, rather than just treat it.

While sticking within the broad idea of charity, the definition should be improved for today's environment by including a component focusing on the promotion of health (rather than the relief of sickness and distress).  This moves the ideas forward from the historical perspective where people were healthy until they were sick, when they became deserving objects of charity.  Nowadays we recognise that good health has many facets and that people can assist themselves to return to or maintain good health as well as develop practices that assist long-term good health.  The idea of assisting or educating people about health related issues also fits the idea of a "purpose beneficial to the community", as we now recognise that healthy individuals are less of a cost and more of a benefit to society as a whole.

The definition should also include an expanded focus so that the emphasis is not only on the individual, but also on broad community service. Many charities are in partnership with government to provide services to the community as a whole and any change in the definition should reflect this. Self-help groups who have altruistic health improvement and education purposes should be included in the definition. 
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