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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Children’s Welfare Association of Victoria Inc is the peak body representing the child, youth and family welfare service sector in Victoria.

This submission contends that any definition of charities and related organisations adopted by the Commonwealth Government should strengthen the capacity of not-for-profit community service organisations to provide services of benefit to the community.

The submission further contends that any such definition should reflect current approaches to the resolution of social problems, and therefore CWAV would support a move toward flexibility of definition.  CWAV would also support investigation of proposals for the establishment of a process that ensures that the definition of charities and related organisations has relevance to contemporary societal values and priorities (eg the establishment of an independent “Charities Commission”).

INTRODUCTION

The Children’s Welfare Association of Victoria Inc. (CWAV) is the peak body for charities and related not-for-profit community service organisations providing services in the child, youth and family welfare and support sector - a role it has played for more than 87 years.

The Association represents the organisations that deliver most of Victoria’s family welfare services and help many thousands of Victorian children, young people and families in need.

The membership of CWAV comprises over 75 organisations, small, medium and large, that employ professional workers and volunteers working in rural, regional and metropolitan settings.

The diverse range of services available for children, young people and families includes family support and counselling; residential care; supported group accommodation; respite care; foster care; Koorie services; unemployment services; financial counselling; youth services; school focused services; and drug & alcohol counselling.

CWAV is the voice of the sector. We provide information and liaise with government, media and the community to ensure children, young people and families have access to support and appropriate services as and when they are needed.

The Children’s Welfare Association of Victoria is a charitable non-profit organisation as are the organisations it represents.

In this submission to the Charities Definition Inquiry, CWAV comments on the implications of current social expectations and experiences for defining charities and related organisations.  The submission also comments on options for enhancing the existing definitions in Australia.

COMMENT ON ISSUES


The implications of current social expectations and experiences for defining charities and related organisations

1.1 Size and composition of the sector (definition of the sector)

The precise size and composition of the child, youth and family services sector in Victoria is not known for certain due to recent reforms driving the merger of many smaller organisations into larger multi-service organisations, the impact of substantial outsourcing over the past three years, and the lack of information systems to track change in the sector.  However, an estimate of the size and composition of the sector in Victoria can be derived from the Victorian Government Department of Human Services, Community Care Division’s Policy and Funding Plan 2000/2001 (DHS-CCD, 2000 pp 17,18):

“About 2,150 separate agencies received funding through Community Care in 1999-2000, for a combined value of approximately $295 million…”

“…key features of the Community Care funded sector:

· The majority of agencies receive relatively small amounts of money with some 64% of agencies receiving less than $50,000.  These smaller agencies provide predominantly Children’s Services (eg kindergartens) and Community Services.

· Approximately 94% of agencies provide only one or two Community Care service types (outputs).  Again, these are predominantly for Children’s Services and Community Services.

· At the other end of the spectrum, the largest 53 or 2.5% of agencies receive over 50% of Community Care funding.  These agencies are generally large and complex cross-regional service providers who are funded for a diverse range of activities.”

1.2 Attributes, purpose and behaviour of the sector in the current environment, which have relevance for the definition of charities and related organisations

Sector Viability

Whilst the Victorian State Government has responsibility for child protection and juvenile justice, community service organisations deliver an extensive range of child, youth and family welfare and support services.  These organisations now have responsibility for most post-Court statutory service delivery.  The clients of these services are some of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged in our State and include children and young people who cannot live at home.

Over the last two years CWAV has undertaken financial modelling work that has demonstrated unequivocally that community service organisations are not sufficiently funded and resourced to undertake this important responsibility on behalf of government.  The physical, financial and human resources of community service organisations have been seriously depleted over the past decade and unless immediate action is taken there are grave concerns about the continued viability of this critical sector.

For the following reasons, CWAV has urged the Victorian Government to commission a Community Care Services Viability Study:

1. Community service organisations that constitute the child, youth and family sector are eroding financial reserves and the financial viability of the sector is threatened.  Community service organisations no longer have sufficient resources to continue to subsidise government funding and are having to hand back to government crucial service delivery, eg residential services.

2. The family services system of support services that seeks to prevent children and young people entering the statutory child protection system is chronically under-funded.  Insufficient prevention and early intervention work is occurring to stem the ever-increasing flow of notifications of child abuse.

3. Inadequate funding and low remuneration levels make it increasingly difficult to attract and retain well-qualified and experienced staff.  The workforce is ageing and young people are not attracted to the sector because of the increasingly difficult working conditions and inadequate opportunities for professional development and training.  This is reflected in escalating WorkCover costs and staff turnover rates.

4. Quality outcomes for clients of the services are being jeopardised.

5. Inadequate investment by government has created a false economy that significantly increases later costs for government in juvenile justice, adult corrections, mental health service systems and in the statutory child protection system itself.

The viability of the sector is a critical factor in achieving improved outcomes in the lives of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable children, young people and families in Victoria.  Without viable and effective charities and not-for-profit community service organisations, governments would need to provide the required services themselves, or not have them at all.  This is particularly evident in Victoria where there is a longer history of involvement of strong charities and not-for-profit community service organisations in the delivery of services than other States and Territories except New South Wales.

Changes over the last decade that have contributed to this situation are:

· Significant changes in the client populations, including major substance use, school exclusion, mental and intellectual disability issues. (These changes are the result of deinstitutionalisation, economic and social changes, especially the increase in long-term unemployed, and the differentiation between the “haves and have nots” and also those that live in rural as opposed to metropolitan settings.)

· Increased expectations and accountability requirements in terms of governance and management, including tax compliance due to taxation reform.

· Significant transfer of responsibility and risk from Government to the community sector.

· Increase in the gap between the “cost” of services and the “price” offered by Government.

· Huge increase in the financial contribution of community service organisations to work previously financed totally by Government.

· A large number of community service organisations incurring significant deficits.

· Increasing reliance on community service organisations’ investment in capital, information technology and human resources infrastructure.

· Major changes in occupational health and safety requirements and liabilities.

· A growing discrepancy between working conditions and remuneration of workers in the community sector and other sectors.  The specific Victorian Government Department of Human Services strategy to improve remuneration for Child Protection workers to attract them to the work has exacerbated this.

Community services organisations contribute significant financial resources to the service delivery they provide.  This contribution, which is derived from the current capacity of these organisations to raise funds as charities, should enable a wider spread of support services to be provided to vulnerable families.  It is essential that this funding remains available for support services and community capacity building and is not captured by the statutory, services that should rightfully be fully funded by government.

Any change to the definition of charities and related organisations that results in diminished capacity to raise funds from the community would severely affect the financial viability of the child, youth and family welfare services sector in Victoria.

Shift of emphasis to promotion, prevention and early intervention

Current thinking influencing reforms in the child, youth and family welfare services sector is that “prevention is better than cure”.  Consequently the Victorian Government has been encouraged to find an appropriate balance between the resources it commits to tertiary/statutory services (such as the out-of-home care service system) and the primary and secondary services that provide promotion, prevention and early intervention.

Social Capital

Another influence on the sector is the view that social capital develops from the core building blocks of the personal capacity for trust, tolerance, value of life and proactivity.  It is thought that community service organisations have a significant role in community capacity building to ensure that those core building blocks develop in local communities.

Building community capacity is a core plank of the Commonwealth Government’s Stronger Families and Communities Strategy.  The Strategy acknowledges the importance of maintaining and further developing a responsive and robust community services sector.

Relevance to the definition of charities and related organisations

The relevance of the above information is that under current definitions, promotion, prevention and community capacity building activities would not in themselves constitute a “charitable” activity as they do not provide “direct relief from poverty”, etc.  CWAV is concerned that such activities that are intended for the “common good” are acknowledged as “charitable” activities in any change to the definitions that come about as a result of the Inquiry.

1.3 Wholly or partially charitable, religious or community service not-for-profit organisations

CWAV takes the view that charities and not-for-profit community service organisations are defined by their purpose.  Some of these organisations undertake commercial activities to raise the funds that are needed to fulfil their purpose.  This is because these organisations can no longer depend on tax deductible donations alone to provide the funds needed.  Therefore, the type of fund raising activities undertaken by an organisation should only be relevant if an organisation’s purpose is not “charitable” or for “the common good”.

Notwithstanding that the financial viability of the sector is already precarious, CWAV argues that requiring community service not-for-profit organisations to register multiple “charitable” activities would constitute an unnecessary administrative burden and waste of public and philanthropic funds.  It would be complex and costly to administer for both the responsible government authority and for the charities and not-for-profit community service organisations.


Options for enhancing the existing definitions in Australia

CWAV recommends that any definition of charities and related organisations should strengthen the capacity of not-for-profit community service organisations to provide services of benefit to the community.  Such services would otherwise be provided at prohibitive cost to those citizens that require them and those governments that fund them, or would not be provided at all.  The consequences of this for the lives of our most vulnerable and disadvantaged children, young people and families are too great to dismiss or ignore.

Further, any definition should reflect current approaches to the resolution of social problems.  Charities and related organisations involved in preventative work, in research, policy development, co-ordination, advocacy, and information dissemination make a significant contribution to addressing the causes of poverty and distress.  Therefore, both material aid and any work that reduces social disadvantage should be acknowledged as beneficial to the community as a whole.  The narrow view that only direct aid to relieve poverty and distress is charitable and benevolent is redundant.

CWAV would support a move toward flexibility of definition and the establishment of a process that ensures that the definition of charities and related organisations has relevance to contemporary societal values and priorities.

Options for continuously updating the definition could include the establishment of an independent Charities Commission (as in the United Kingdom).  Vesting responsibility for defining what constitutes charitable purposes and activities in an independent arbiter would enhance the opportunities for all stakeholders to contribute to the definition.
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