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The QCC's mission is to actively protect, conserve and sustain Queensland's environment in partnership with member groups and the broader community.

Queensland Conservation Council Assoc Inc

The Queensland Conservation Council is an independent, non government, not-for-profit environment organisation based in Brisbane, Australia. We are the peak organisation for not-for-profit environmental groups in Queensland working for the protection and promotion of Australia's natural environment and biodiversity. 

Established in 1969, the Queensland Conservation Council (QCC) campaigns on a number of environmental issues, including the protection of biodiversity, rivers and oceans and the promotion of healthy, sustainable cities.  The QCC has a membership of over 50 groups, and 300 individuals.  

We are registered as an Association able to accept tax deductible donations.

The QCC campaigns have included:

· Protection of Shoalwater Bay, Moreton and Fraser Islands from sandmining

· Cessation of rainforest logging and World Heritage listing for the Wet Tropics of north Queensland and on Fraser Island 

· Efforts to protect Hinchinbrook Island and prime Dugong habitats from inappropriate tourism development

· The establishment of an Environmental Protection Agency

Currently the QCC leads the fight to have native vegetation and woodlands protected from land clearing, and to advance sustainable management of Queensland water resources while aiming to protect the conservation values of precious river systems. QCC is also taking the lead role in lobbying local and state governments to improve public transport and Queensland's air quality. 

QCC runs a specialist environmental resource library and coordinates the input of community conservation representatives on over 50 (check) government and agency committees ranging from waste regulations and weed strategies to tourism and fisheries management.

The QCC is funded by a mix of government funding (federal, state and local), individual donations, membership fees, monies from philanthropic trusts and income generated through fundraising events.

Contacts:

Felicity Wishart, Coordinator

Helenka King, Manager

PO Box 12046, Elizabeth Street, Brisbane, 4002.

Ph: (07) 3221 0188  Fax: (07) 3229 7992

email:  qccqld@powerup.com.au
Http://www.qccqld.org.au

Executive Summary

The Queensland Conservation Council's submission addresses one of the terms of references of the independent Inquiry into the Definition of Charities and Related Organisations.

Namely, the implications of current social expectations and experiences for defining charities and related organisations.

The QCC addresses the issues of the expectations placed upon it as an environmental body  - that of acting as an outside agency and 'watchdog' to keep governments informed as to potential and actual environmental damages; acting as an educator for the public at large; acting as coordinator for environmental bodies throughout the state and acting as a conduit and lobbyist for public disquiet on specific and general environmental issues.

QCC's core business is the conservation, preservation and sustainability of the state's environmental heritage for present and future generations.  However, the reliance on government funding, and the reduction in real and actual terms of that funding, together with the need to undertake non-core business activities such as fundraising and operational tasks, means that the QCC is constantly under strain to maintain effective operations.

Issues  such as the impact of technology, the need to comply with legal and other requirements (occupational health and safety, for example), requirements to be more professional in management areas; in lobbying, media relations, the need for experienced and specialised personnel such as researchers and scientists, all add to the strains and stresses of running a not-for-profit organisation, whose commitment to the environment must and does remain undimmed.

The following recommendations have been made by the Queensland Conservation Council to this inquiry. 

1. Within this definition of ‘charitable’, it would be expected that commercial activities from community sector organisations would not be subject to tax, GST or other liabilities, if the profit is to be ploughed back into the core business expenses of the organisation.

2. We would like to see the government commit to real support and resources of environment groups for sponsorship and fundraising initiatives, whilst acknowledging environment groups importance in ethical funding choices.

3. We support government efforts to encourage a culture of philanthropy amongst the private sector, however, not as an argument for reducing government services.

4. Where governments have initiated tried and tested grant programs, we would like to see a commitment to, at minimum; CPI increases in available funds, increasing rather than diminishing overall grant amounts; and streamlined processes for application and approval of grants to ensure maximum funds go to community groups rather than to government administration of the grants.

Introduction




It has been said that a society can be judged by the way it treats its most disadvantaged. Historically, the role of charities has been paramount in the greatest civilisations.  Historical records show that the Babylonian King Hammurabai entreated his subjects “..to see that justice be done to widows, orphans and the poor.”  

Nearly 3,500 years ago, Moses appears to be the originator of the "tithe." At that time this meant giving one tenth of the harvest's yield. The tithe was given to the Lord, to be used to support the religious system - and for the relief of the poor. In addition, every seventh year, the fields lay fallow and the poor were allowed to pick any new areas of growth. Philanthropy became an important part of Jewish life - even from the earliest days.

Christian, Buddhist and Moslem religions similarly encourage the role of charitable acts as an innate part of both individual and society's spiritual and moral health.

Whilst government delegates the responsibility of looking after core business to outside agencies, it must ensure that this social capital – welfare, social justice, human rights, employment equities and now environment - is adequately resourced and supported. 

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

· Why environmental groups?

At a time when Australians are faced with the sometimes seemingly opposing goals of job generation and maintaining a healthy and diverse environment, community action to seek out and promote ecologically sustainable development paths for this Nation are urgently required 
.  

Environmental and conservation groups in Australia play a vital and ongoing role in raising community awareness about the necessity to protect, conserve and sustain the environment for the use and enjoyment of future generations.  In addition, environmental groups act as 'watchdogs', alerting Governments to potential environmental degradation and acts of environmental vandalism that can cost millions of dollars if left unattended.

It has been established in recent surveys that the majority of the public trust the information relayed to them by environmental groups to a much greater degree than government agencies or the corporate sector.  Further, public concerns about the environment continue to rise and the desire for substantial action to protect the environment is growing.   

Government acknowledges that not-for-profit environmental groups are generally more cost effective, better networked in the community, more trusted, more responsive, innovative and better researched than their own agencies.

However, against this background of mutual need and obligation, government funding sources are reducing, and the amount of monies in real terms made available to environmental groups is declining.  In recent years, for example, the QCC and regional conservation councils have had percentage decreases in their major operational grant funding from the Federal Government, which, coupled with increasing costs, presents major problems for all these groups.

· Challenges to environmental groups

Governments are reducing funds to environmental groups in real terms.  Yet the amount of work required of them is increasing, through formal government consultative processes, through increased community expectations, more opportunities for community input, for example, into industry environmental impact statements, and simply because the range of environmental issues, proposed developments and known impacts of environmental problems are increasing.

Most environment groups, historically and currently are established by volunteers. Almost all these groups are run by councils or committees of management comprising members who are unpaid and are reliant solely or heavily on volunteers to undertake most activities.

Staff of environmental groups (where the groups can afford to employ staff) are increasingly professional and expected to have a wide range of expertise including research skills, media and public relations, government liaison experience and managerial skills. Yet their community award level wages can be half that commanded in the government and private sectors for comparable roles.

Furthermore, the lack of resources can contribute to a high turnover of staff, attributable to limited job tenure, lack of funding certainty, additional workload strains, loss of employees to higher paying positions, and limited training opportunities, which again impinges on the effectiveness of the organisations.

Changes in technology and communications require access by environmental organisations to professional service people as well as expensive equipment, constant updating and maintenance. Groups also need to be legally compliant and often need access to legal advice. They are increasingly expected to participate on government committees, to provide detailed submissions to a wide range of reviews and inquiries, to represent the public interest in a wide range of forums involved with environmental decision making and to represent the public interest in legal matters.  

To be more effective and accountable, larger groups must employ professional managers and accountants. Also increasingly necessary are marketing experts, and fundraising experts.  This is not essentially core business but for many it is now unavoidable.

Environment groups such as the QCC must find other ways of raising income.  This includes membership fees, fundraising events, soliciting for donations and bequests and sponsorship.

· Membership and Fundraising

Most member based environment groups gain only modest income from their membership fees, donation and bequests. Larger organisations have the capacity to run active recruitment, donor and bequest programs, but these are few in number.

Groups engage in a range of fundraising activities, from cake stalls, to quite sophisticated major community events. 

It is important to recognise that community sector organisations often need to undertake “commercial” activities - merchandising, fundraising events, membership drives for example - to supplement their income. It is essential that these commercial activities are embraced within the meaning of the definitions of 'charitable' and not excluded from any benefits or support.  

Recommendation:

Within the definition, of ‘charitable’, it would be expected that commercial activities from community sector organisations would not be subject to tax, GST or other liabilities, if the profit is to be ploughed back into the core business expenses of the organisation.

· GST implications 

Introduction of the GST has brought an additional cost to bear on community environment groups. The increased administrative burden associated with transferring to the new tax regime has stretched scant resources and imposed significant new time requirements on administrative staff. The changeover to the GST has effectively increased that tax burden on these organisations, whilst not providing resources to offset the new tax. In effect the tax regime has created a system where not for profit community environment organisations have been required to fund implementation of the new tax system and the relative increases in annual tax. 

· Sponsorship

Government promotes the idea of corporate partnerships.  It is well established that sponsorship is difficult to obtain.  Sponsorship seeking must be well resourced by a professional staff member, with adequate resources (including time) to seek out and service sponsorship partners.  Organisations such as the QCC are unable to undertake such an exercise, having neither the expertise nor money to be effective.  

In addition, the corporate sector tends to seek out more high profile and less potentially confronting areas to sponsor, such as the opera.  

Environmental groups too have ethical concerns with sponsors, as it can compromise their integrity and community trust if they choose to work in partnership with corporations with a questionable environmental record. There are a number of examples of smaller environmental groups that have sought to engage with the private sector in such arrangements with grave consequences. Decisions by such groups can lead to major disagreements amongst members and loss of volunteer involvement in return for limited financial benefit.

Yet government continues to tout corporate partnerships as a way out of the black hole of reduced funding.

Recommendation:

We would like to see government commit to real support and resources of environment groups for sponsorship and fundraising initiatives, whilst acknowledging environment groups importance in ethical funding choices.

· Philanthropy
In USA today nearly US$143 billion is annually donated to non-profit organisations. The bulk of this, nearly 90% comes from private individuals and philanthropic agencies. This extraordinarily large figure reflects an American culture and society which, is very different to Australia. Many social services provided as an expected function of government in Australia do not exist in the USA, except through philanthropy.

Australians do not have this culture of philanthropy, and such philanthropic organisations as are in existence tend to be concentrated in Victoria.  It is also a common requirement that groups accessing this funding require tax-deductible status. These are all limiting factors on the ability of environmental and other groups to access such funding.

Recommendation:

We support government efforts to encourage a culture of philanthropy amongst the private sector, however, not as an argument for reducing government services.

· Grant applications
The provision of government funding through grants provides vital resources to community groups to undertake important work of social benefit to the broader community. Many campaigns undertaken by environmental groups have been crucial in protecting the natural environment- areas that now provide significant economic return through tourism as well as essential environmental services such as the – conservation of biodiversity. Most World Heritage sites in Australia (for example) have been the subject of controversy over exploitation versus protection. 

Similarly the efforts of the environment movement in the control of pollutants have had long term positive implications for the health and wellbeing of the Australian community. The provision of government grants is in part a recognition of this important role and a means of supporting it continuance. 

To enable groups to maximise their income, much time must be given to the researching of, and applying for, grants. This is a time consuming activity that distracts energies from their core business and the return rate can be disappointing, since many other organisations are competing for a limited pool of money.

Recommendation:

Where governments have initiated tried and tested grant programs, we would like to see a commitment to, at minimum; CPI increases in available funds, increasing rather than diminishing overall grant amounts; and streamlined processes for application and approval of grants to ensure maximum funds go to community groups rather than to government administration of the grants.
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