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A Submission by Australian Environment Organisations to the Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations

Executive Summary

1. The environment organisations presenting this submission are all public interest groups that work for an environment that is either maintained or improved for the well-being and future of all Australians.

2. We believe that the definitions of charities need to be updated to ensure that they encompass the range of organisations that are advancing the public good in the 21st Century.  Such definitions must be inclusive of not-for profit organisations that work in the areas of improving the human condition, -  education, human rights, humanitarian, and environmental, and including the prevention of suffering as well as its alleviation.  

Research Methodology

3. An extensive research project has been conducted examining the extent to which the community considers environmental well-being, as a matter of the public good and common public interest.  In particular this research was aimed at exploring the nexus between public concern for environmental,  social, and economic health.

4. The research material is both primary and secondary.  Our primary research utilises state-based and national opinion polls and surveys conducted by a range of organisations including the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Morgan Gallup, Irving Saulwick and Newspoll.  Our secondary research consists of material that we believe reflects both directly and indirectly, the increasing public awareness and concern for environmental issues.  This includes material that demonstrates recent trends in consumer behaviour.

Research materials are included as appendixes where appropriate.

Background

About the Australian Environmental Organisations

5. The organisations submitting this paper are all membership-based not-for-profit organisations that are incorporated associations under relevant Associations Incorporation Acts.  We are endorsed as Income Tax Exempt Charities under the Income Tax Assessment Act (ITAA) and are Income Tax deductible for donations by virtue of listing in either the ITAA, or the list of 

Environmental Organisations held by the Minister for Conservation   Where required, we have authorities to fundraise for charitable purposes.

6. The organisations strive to improve the conditions of the built and natural environment in which all Australians live, and on which they rely for food, air and other basic necessities of life.  Their core functions may be described as follows:

· education

· research

· consulting

· negotiating with stakeholders 

7. The organisations have all come into existence in the last few decades as a direct result of community concern for the environment, and have witnessed a significant change in the way the public perceives and values the built and natural environments. In the last 10 to 20 years especially we have noted the increasing public concern on a national level over the environment, linked with an increasing acknowledgment of the nexus between the public good and the physical environment in which we live.

8.  In addition, and in particular for the Conservation Councils, we provide services to a large number of much smaller environment organisations. These organisations are generally local or specific issue groups who have direct contact with a broad range of environmental concerns.

Current Social and Economic Conditions

The Dynamic Nature of Social and Economic Conditions

9. Although public concern for the environment has maintained a relatively steady level over the last ten years, we find ourselves operating in a dynamic social environment where the specific environmental concerns can vary over time.  The membership-based nature of our organisations equips us to respond to these dynamics through elected representatives, and our involvement with a large number of smaller organisations keeps us well in touch with the community. 

10. Economically we are heavily reliant on our members and supporters.   A survey of major environmental groups in 1998/99 showed that over 72% of our income came from such sources, with fundraising appeals and memberships easily making up the majority.  Very little of our income comes from commercial enterprises and we at times essentially compete with major for-profit organisations with vested commercial interests when it comes to specific environmental issues. 

Evidence of Current Community Concern for the Environment

Primary Evidence

11.  Opinion polls and surveys conducted over the last ten years indicate consistent levels of recognition and concern for environmental issues of national significance.  For instance, an Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS)  poll released in December 1999 shows that  “69% of Australians are concerned with at least one environmental problem, compared with 79% in 1998, 68% in 1996, and 75% in 1992”.

12. Other recent survey results include – 

· In September 2000 a Newspoll survey of which issues voters see as important (including health, education, employment) showed that the Environment had risen from sixth two years before, to fourth.

· In August 2000  a survey by KPMG Consulting into community attitudes towards a range of social issues including gambling, labour relations, and defence, showed that almost 70% rated the environment as very important, second behind human rights. 

· In December 1999 a study by Irving Salwick and Associates into the attitudes of young people towards conservation and the environment showed that 79% favoured environmental protection over economic growth. This compared to 67% a decade earlier.  On every issue in the survey a significant majority favoured the environmental or conservation position.

13. As knowledge and understanding of the impact of environmental issues increases over time, so does public understanding of the relationship between the environment and human health.   The latest ABS polls record an increase in public concern for environmental issues directly relating to human health .  For example  “air pollution continues to be the environmental problem of greatest concern for Australians, with 29% of people reporting this as their major concern”.   According to the same ABS survey the other key social/ environmental issues were fresh water pollution  for 25% of respondents, and oceans/sea pollution for 22% of respondents.   The Australian Council for Social Services stated in 2000 that  “there is a very strong relationship between poverty and environmental risk – between social justice and environmental justice”.  In February 2000 the Australian Financial Review reported that  “already 40 percent of the entire global disease burden is environmentally based.  That is expected to increase by 50% over the next ten years”.

14. These are the environmental problems that have the most direct impact on human health and the public good.  Indeed it is instructive to note that the ABS surveys consider “environmental” problems as one of the key “social” issues of concern for the Australian population.

15. Polls of young Australians again indicate consistent levels of concern for the environment and suggest that the issues will not diminish as matters of social concern and wellbeing.   The Australian Democrats Youth Poll 2000 revealed that 85% of young people maintain strong concerns about the state of the environment, believing that the government is not doing enough to protect our natural resources.

16. The ways in which the community understands and values the environment has undergone substantial change in the last 10 years in particular.  Whilst the environment continues to hold discrete values for the Australian community who are concerned to protect places of unique natural and cultural value, the increasing understanding of the links between sustainable living and the environment describes a more modern valuation of the environment.  Not only is there a growing and very strong relationship between human health and the environment, but there is also a much greater understanding that economic sustainability is dependent on environmental sustainability.  

17.  In 2000 the Governor-General released  “Natural Advantage – A Blueprint for A Sustainable Australia”.  This document was strongly supported by major corporations and political leaders. and clearly identifies the links between environmental and economic sustainability.   ABS polls for 1992 to 1996 indicated that 70 per cent of people  considered environment protection and economic growth to be equally important, compared to about 7 per cent who considered that environmental protection is less important than economic growth.   

18. This community appraisal of the environment suggests that the social significance of environmental protection and conservation has not only remained strong over the last ten years, but it also suggests a change in the nature of the concern.  Environmental protection and conservation now has a much more fundamental function in maintaining and improving the physical, social and economic health of the country.

Secondary Evidence

19. There is a range of other factors that directly and indirectly point towards an increasing level of community concern about the state of the environment.

Accounting Issues

20. During the last ten years environmental accounting, part of what is often called “triple bottom line accounting”, has been gaining increasing prominence.  In 1999 CPA Australia, the journal of Australia’s largest professional Accounting association, reported that “Australian Businesses are under increasing pressure to address sustainable development objectives to meet rising community expectations” (Vol 69 No 1, p22).  Such expectations are recognised as being a part of a revolution of human and societal values 

within Australia.  On several occasions the lack of environmental reporting was linked to the lack of standards and skills in the field, while the demand itself was well-recognised. 

21. In 1998 Section 299 (1) (f) of the Corporations Law in Australia included a requirement for some environmental reporting.  During 2000 it was recognised that Australian accounting was behind the rest of the world in addressing environmental issues and that accounting information was inadequate for decision-making as a result.  Lack of standards was again recognised as a major problem and in October 2000 CPA Australia urged action on environmental reporting, including the creation of appropriate accounting standards.   The CPA society is believed to be pushing for even more action on the issue.

22. This  trend towards the ‘triple bottom line’ approach to business whereby the performance of businesses is measured according to economic, social and environmental benchmarks responds to increasing levels of consumer awareness and activism.  For example The Body Shop and BP are two organisations that utilise their environmental status as key elements of their marketing plans, recognising the value of demonstrating this to their consumers.

Ethical Investing

23. There is a growing demand for investments that consider wider issues including the environment.  In August 2000 a survey by one of Australia’s biggest superannuation funds – HESTA, showed that the environment was one of the biggest priorities  that members wanted considered in their investments.   Research by Monash University also in 2000 showed that 83% of superannuation fund members had environmental concerns in investment screening.  27% wanted at least half of their superannuation funds invested in a fund that met strict environmental criteria.. 

24. The ACTU has advised that workers are prepared to use their influence to force superannuation funds to invest workers’ money in more environmentally friendly industries.  In September 2000 it was estimated that around $1 Billion was invested in Australia in funds that used social screening criteria – mainly concerned with the environment.  More major fund managers are reported to be looking at ethical investment options although high entry barriers are seen as an issue limiting more such investment.  An Ethical Investment Association has been recently launched in Australia

25. Overseas, ethical investments account for 10 to12 per cent of all funds invested in the United States.  The total so invested is reported to be currently $2 Trillion and growing at double the rate of conventional funds.  In the United Kingdom about one quarter of all pension funds are developing social and environmental screens. 

Consumer Behaviour

26. ABS surveys in 1992 and 1998 show a general increase in the proportion of households using environmentally free products such as unbleached paper, recycled paper, phosphate-free cleaning products, refillable containers and organically grown food.  The main reason quoted for not using such products was higher cost.  Household water conservation methods such as dual flush and reduced flow shower heads, showed increases also.

27. In the August 2000 survey by KPMG Consulting referred to above, it was found that between 75 and 82 percent of people in Australia purchased products in the last 12 months on the basis of social/environmental issues. 

80% of those who rated the environment highly had purchased products in the past year specifically because they thought that those products were better for the environment.  

Other Indicators

28. The implementation of Energy Star ratings is another example of a society responding to environmental issues.

29. In 2000 the Australian Humanitarian Foundation included an environmental category within its annual awards for the first time.

Conclusions and Recommendations
30. The factors outlined above indicate the increasing growth in the nexus between the environment and social/public good. These trends reflect the emergence of a consciousness that illustrates a growing nexus between economic sustainability and ecological sustainability.  Consumers and investors are more concerned about the long and short term environmental impact of their actions.  The environment is no longer a discrete issue.  

31. There is a need for clear and consistent definitions of what defines a charity.  Given that a charity is essentially an organisation that, because of it’s not-for-profit nature, and the public good it performs, is treated differently in a number of ways  (such as tax deductible status for donations, and the ability to raise funds through government-sanctioned community appeals) it is important to ensure consistency in such definitions if community concerns are to be equitably addressed.

32. While the definition of a Public Benevolent Institution has generally been fairly clear, it has been restricted to an out-dated, centuries-old concept of public good.  This restriction has led to differing definitions for organisations that perform work for the public good but don’t fit the existing description of a Public Benevolent Institution.  These inconsistencies have increased as they are re-interpreted by the states.   For instance the respective State laws on Payroll tax have very inconsistent interpretations, some defining them relatively clearly, and some not defining them at all.  

33. Current definitions, even for charities, also tend to lean towards the old Public Benevolent Institutions interpretation of direct human aid to those in suffering, and overlook the significant movement towards more beneficial preventative methods.  This interpretation is a throw-back to the times when extremely little was known about preventing suffering.  It is now a truism that a dollar spent on prevention is worth many more on alleviation.

34. It is the recommendation of the Environment Organisations that any definitions must continue to encourage the existence of community groups that strive to improve the community health and well-being, both through direct and preventative means.  They must encompass the range of activities that today’s society recognises as being for the public good, including educational, humanitarian, and environmental.  Anything else restricts the ability of the community to be actively involved in issues directly related to its own well-being. 

Appendices are attached.

Alan Clarke and Angela Leslie
on behalf of the stated organisations
Alan Clarke [a.clarke@acfonline.org.au]
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