Domestic Violence Resource Service (Mackay & Region) Inc.

SUBMISSION

to the

Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations

1.  The Organisation

The Domestic Violence Resource Service (mackay & Region) Inc. is a non-profit community organization funded solely by Families, Youth and Community Care Queensland.  It is an incorporated association with a Management Committee of community representatives.  It operates a domestic violence service based in Mackay, and serving the region from St.Lawrence in the south to the Whitsunday’s in the north, and west to Moranbah.

The Service provides domestic violence awareness, education and training, resourcing, and counseling across the region.  The target groups of the Service are women and children affected by domestic violence.

From a taxation perspective, the Service has been defined as a “charity”, a Public Benevolent Institution (PBI), and receives income-tax exemption.

2.  Why do we care about this Inquiry?

In our view, the current system of definitions adds unncecessary complexity to an already-difficult and ever-growing mound of legal obligations for the non-government sector.

Over many years, inconsistencies have become apparent in the applications and interpretations of the taxation law by officers of the Australian Taxation Office.  There is very little consistency of definition across the “charitable” sector.

In addition, the general public is largely unaware of the different definitions or their implications.

We believe the system needs to be revamped to be user-friendly both to agencies and to the communities they serve.  It needs to be simpler to use and apply, and it needs to provide consistency and certainty for organizations, in terms of their legal and taxation-based obligations.

3.  Our Perspective
In the current social and economic environment, there is still relevance for the terms “charity”, “religious organization”, and “community service not-for-profit organization”.  It is important that the original purpose of these definitions – to allow a differential taxation treatment for activities undertaken for the “common good” – remain at the centre of any new system of definitions.

However, the four purposes of charity as determined through common law are now too narrow.  

Any new system of definitions must incorporate traditional “charitable” activities and purposes, PLUS activities and purposes designed to be preventative.  For instance, self-help and mutual aid activities, community development and education, policy work, social action and advocacy activities all share a common goal with other “charitable” organizations of a reduction in social and economic disadvantage and an increased quality of life for all citizens. 

It is our contention that any new system of definitions must focus on “who benefits” from the activities of the organization, rather than its structure or the nature of the activities.

This, of course, still raises the dilemma of “who decides?”  And on what criteria?

4.  What Next?

In light of these difficulties, we support the submissions by the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), the Queensland Council of Social Service (QCOSS), and Senator John Woodley, for the establishment of a body with a specific charter to oversight the operation of “charities”, similar to the UK Charity Commission.

Yours sincerely

Sylvia Vermaat
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