LEARNING CENTRE LINK (WA)

RESPONSE TO THE INQUIRY INTO THE DEFINITION OF CHARITIES AND RELATED ORGANISATIONS 

Our response to this inquiry falls into two categories: some general comments and then responses to questions that are relevant to our organisation and the 70 Community, Neighbourhood and Learning Centres(CNLCs) that are members.   

General Comments

1. To reflect the broad range of organisations within this sector there needs to be a broad, umbrella term used to identify them. Charities, religious organisations and community service not-for-profits and other community organisations are all distinct and very diverse parts of the community sector. The inquiry could have been entitled  “Inquiry into the Definitions of Community Sector Organisations” with a subtitle Including Charities, Religious Organisations, Community Service Not-for-Profits and Others. 

Points for consideration are:

· Community Centres, Neighbourhood Houses and/or Learning Centres would describe themselves as primarily community organisations that are not-for-profit. They have a focus of community development and adult community education that contributes to the wellbeing of communities and society. The philosophical underpinning here is that individuals are encouraged and empowered to learn the skills and gain the knowledge about needed resources/assistance to help themselves, their family and ultimately their community reach full potential. 

· These Centres are multipurpose in nature with a number of activities and services offered and are also very diverse with varying levels and degrees of  ‘charitable’ (as defined in the New Tax system) status among them. It is difficult to ‘fit’ them easily into a narrow definition.

· They would not normally see themselves fitting into a category defined as a ‘charity’ with all the traditional underpinnings this reflects- ‘alms to the poor’ –‘poor and helpless having things done to or for them’ – ‘bountiful ladies doling out charity to the unfortunates’ – ‘direct relief of poverty’etc.  

2.  The Issues paper does not go fully enough into the reasons for an inquiry into the definition of charities, religious and community service not-for-profits. Who will use the definitions?  For what purpose? Particularly when the scope of the Inquiry states on page three that it is …” not seeking submissions….on issues relating to the taxation or other legislative and administrative treatment of charitable…”   organisations.  For many of these organisations the need to categorise, label and put themselves in boxes is to satisfy a legislative and/or administrative requirement. 

 One recent example is the New Tax System’s requirement for these organisations to self-assess to achieve Income Tax Exempt Charity status. The reason that some community sector organisations put themselves into the ‘charity’ box was to receive tax concessions (GST-free goods and services) that benefited those who use their services and/or participate in their activities/courses.  As stated above few CNLCs would define themselves as charitable in the traditional sense of this term. They do see themselves as a valuable part of the community sector with ‘purposes beneficial to the community’ and would want to be included within it.

There are times, however, when there is a need to collect data, map or measure the community sector in order to :

a. acknowledge the contribution (financial, human resources and social capital) they make to society –‘ those other purposes beneficial to the community’ –the public good they do. Also to engage the public’s support for the activities of these organisations. 

b. determine the gaps in resourcing this sector, and any unmet community needs

c. inform the sector, government and the general public through researchers’ and practitioners’ papers and journal articles about who are and what constitute these community organisations. (See Lyons 1993 paper on ‘Australia’s Charitable Organisations’ – which attempts to describe the not-for-profit sector including charitable organisations and in doing so comes across several definitional and dimensional difficulties.)

d. evaluate outcomes of community service organisations and to find benchmarks and best practice options based on comparable organisations – this will allow reforms in the sector when needed.

In these cases, where appropriate, the organisations can self-assess and classify themselves into the  groupings/categories as determined/required by the researchers, statisticians, practitioners etc undertaking the study.  This is where enhanced and alternative definitions in addition to the traditional, legislative and/or administrative ‘charitable institutions/charities’ ones would be most useful and in the current social, political and economic environment have more meaning for the whole sector.  

3. Definitions/descriptions need to include those community organisations that lobby government on behalf of disadvantaged members – they are providing assistance to their members and at times the members themselves are lobbying on their own behalf. This is consistent with the trends outlined in this Issue Paper; page eight point 11 – particularly the first two dot points. It is also consistent with the new Welfare Reform measures that encourage recipient responsibility, mutual obligation and work-for-the-dole schemes –essentially people helping themselves.  

Information on Learning Centre Link

Learning Centre Link  is the State Association for Community, Neighbourhood and Learning Centres in WA. It has been established since 1982.

 It is committed to empowering people to develop their potential and affirming them in their choices by facilitating the development of Community, Neighbourhood and Learning Centres. 

Learning Centre Link has 70 full members and approximately 30 associate and reciprocal members. These members are provided with resources, information, training and support. It also provides these services  to groups establishing as a Centre.  It assists them to operate efficiently and effectively as a group, meet legal and financial responsibilities as required and provide services and programs appropriate to their local community.  Learning Centre Link also promotes and facilitates extensive networking between Community Neighbourhood and Learning Centres and between Centres and relevant government and non-government agencies.

Under the New Tax System Learning Centre Link has been endorsed as an ITEC and therefore has been defined as a charity.   In no other circumstances would this organisation be defined as a ‘charity’.  

Responses to Particular Questions

This response only attempts to answer those particular questions that are relevant to and have a direct impact on Learning Centre Link and its members.  

1. Current Social  Environment and Its Impact on Definitions.

Social, political and economic context and their influence on how various parts of the sector are or should be defined:

a. Acceptance during the last half of 20th  Century that social structures, economic climate and political environment impacted on individuals and families’ level of well-being and economic independence – that destitute, poor families did not necessarily bring it on themselves through laziness, over spending, gambling etc- phasing out of the distinction between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor.  Development of some community service not-for-profit organisations that encourage community action, community participation and self-determination/empowerment to change conditions and social structures.  Hence deliberately did not define themselves as charities.   

b. Some families/communities have a ‘learned dependence/helplessness’ from earlier welfare systems /charitable institutions practices–cycles of poverty. 

c. Decreasing volunteer input into the community services sector - as many community-based organisations and particularly CNLCs are managed by volunteer community members the impact of the greater accountability and legislative requirements placed on these volunteers means less are willing to take on these management roles. The philosophical underpinning of CNLCs is community participation and community input often by local community members volunteering their time, interest and skills. The result is fewer new Centres are being established in newly forming communities and existing Centres are becoming unviable as volunteers re-assess their commitment/liability in the current social, economic and legalistic environment.

d. This decrease in volunteers is happening in a political and economic climate that is encouraging community service organizations to become self sufficient, self funded and/or to rely on community philanthropy, business partnerships; sponsorships and volunteer workers to manage and deliver their services.  The impact is increasing demands made on the existing volunteers and workers in these services. 

e. Clients/consumers – more aware of their rights – have a sense of self-determination in choosing what they want/need – community service organisations often now refer to what previously were termed their clients as customers/consumers of their services. 

f. Along with this is the current Welfare Reform legislation that pushes mutual obligation and the expectation of giving something back for the privilege of obtaining pensions and benefits. 

g. Economic rationalism – user pays, individual responsibility, materialism, competitive tendering and market forces - the latter two used more often to fund and measure outcomes/success of community services respectively.

h. Continuing high levels of unemployment – creates welfare dependence; in a materialistic world creates a distinction between the haves and the have nots.

i. Greater access to information on a global level  - internet, video conferencing etc – leading to the concept of ‘global village’ and electronic communities across varied geographic locations – which has an impact on amount of and levels of information contained in local communities. 

j. Greater access to free and/or affordable education – this access can be decreased or increased depending on the Government of the day’s educational funding policies. 

k. Idea of social capital, civic-minded communities and other community wellbeing measures – that communities (some more some less) have the social*, financial, capital/infrastructural, economic and human resources to build strong, resilient, supportive communities around themselves. (* relationships built on trust, support networks, understanding of mutual reciprocity between individuals, groups in a community)

In summing up this question the changing environment in which CNLCs and other types of community service organisation are operating impacts on the way they are structured/managed, their main purposes, service delivery and/or core activities.  In order to describe and determine the dimensions of this sector the existing definitions do need to be enhanced, broadened and made more relevant to all those organisations/institutions carrying on activities/purposes that are not-for-profit, altruistic and of benefit to the community.  

2. Existing Definitions of Charities and Related Organisations

 In line with the earlier comments made in this response there is still the need for a clear definition of charitable institutions, religious organisations, Public Benevolent Institutes and other types of not-for-profit organisations.   However the methodology for mapping the sector to describe and produce meaningful definitions needs to include:

· sector consultations, eg using umbrella organisations to contact members on their lists so that a set of questions/categories and definitions can be sent to them – each organisation can self assess and choose the definitions/categories that they feel are appropriate and meaningful to them.

· consideration of  the current legal and administrative definitions framework the sector has to work within – New Tax System’s ITEC, DGR  and not-for-profit/club endorsement requirements, PBI status for Fringe Benefits Taxation rules, and the Associations Incorporations Act. 

This will still allow the breadth and depth of the sector to be measured and described but will not limit and categorise organisations where they are not comfortable/ don’t fit.  If the definitions are left to the courts and to legislative committees then our sector runs the risk of having to work in a framework that does not capture its vibrant, diverse and unique aspects. 

3. Options for Enhancing Definitions

This Inquiry hopefully will be the catalyst for the formation of a co-ordinating committee (that is sector approved) to initiate and take further the sector responses and  findings. Currently the definitions and classifications are fragmentary differing across States and Territories and between levels of Government.  This body could become an overarching Consultative Committee that continues to regulate and evaluate how the sector is defined.  

As a framework for defining organisations there needs to be a broad umbrella term that does not exclude groups of the sector such as community service organization or human service organisation.

Key criteria need to include that:

· They are not-for-profit

· Main purposes/services/activities are for the benefit of the community

Then specific definitions for categories under this umbrella term and within the key criteria – such as charities, religious bodies, other not-for-profit community service organisations including CNLCs, self help/lobby groups, health advocacy groups, seniors Centres etc

Wherever possible categories, definitions and descriptions are explained fully and give enough options to allow all community service organisations to self-assess where they fit within this classification framework. 

Conclusion

To conclude this Inquiry has given Learning Centre Link and its members the opportunity to discuss alternative, more relevant and broader definitions and frameworks to the traditional ‘charitable institutions and related bodies’ ones which have very narrowly defined a sector that has become increasingly diverse and now includes many not-for-profit groups that have never seen themselves as ‘charitable’ and yet make a valuable contribution to the community services sector. 
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