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LANDCARE AND CONSERVATION GROUPS

This submission is made in the context of issues raised in "existing definitions of charities and related organisations used in Australia", paras 16‑34 of the Issues Paper.

Background

A large number of community groups are undertaking natural resource management activities through Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry‑Australia (AFFA) programs funded through the Natural Heritage Trust. These groups generally are know as 'landcare' groups and are established and run by volunteers. The aim of this submission is to discuss briefly how the definition of charities and related organisations affects these groups.

Landcare groups carry out a wide variety of projects, with large component of public benefit, aimed at improving environmental and agricultural sustainability. This is consistent with a major aim of the Natural Heritage Trust, which is to support projects with public rather than private benefit.

These groups are required by Natural Heritage Trust eligibility criteria to be incorporated, usually under State or Territory legislation.

The projects carried out by groups provide benefit to the group's local community and region and in many cases contribute to well‑being of the broader national community, measured in improvements to the natural environment. As a general rule, benefits to individuals are difficult to identify and measure.

Definition of Landcare Groups

Under the definitions set out in the inquiry Issues Paper (pp 11‑ 12), these groups fall within the category of "community service not‑for‑profit" organisations. The groups can be characterised as being non‑profit and having been established "for community service purposes where the purpose is altruistic". The activities they undertake are largely community service in nature.

Landcare groups have also been classed as charities in issues papers prepared during 2000 by the Conservation Partnership Committee of the Australian Taxation Office in the context of A New Tax System, including the Goods and Services Tax. This classification is based on the fact that they are non‑profit bodies whose activities came within the definition of undertaking 'other services beneficial to the community'. See www.taxreform.ato.gov.au/ind‑partner/conservation/conservation.htm for further details.

Landcare groups are, in some circumstances, eligible for concessional treatment under Australian taxation legislation. For example, those landcare groups which are non‑profit organisations established to enhance or protect the natural environment or to promote ecologically sustainable development may be eligible to apply for registration as an "Environmental Organisation" and obtain Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) status from the Australian tax Office (ATO). This allows all taxpayers, either individuals, companies, trusts or other types of taxpayer donors to the group to deduct their donations on their tax return. Similarly, some of the activities of the groups, or of group members on behalf of their group to advance the objectives of group projects, might be eligible for taxation concessions or rebates depending upon how the group is defined.

The consistent application of a "community service not‑for‑profit" or "charity" definition to landcare groups across all legislation is an important issue. For example, a more widespread adoption and application of the "community service not‑for‑profit" definition, rather than just for Commonwealth taxation legislation, is likely to be of benefit to community landcare and like groups. This might enable them to seek eligibility for appropriate rebates or exemption from some state or local government taxes, levies or other charges which can affect their ability to undertake projects. These groups usually operate with a large component of volunteer labour and in‑kind contributions and they tend to have low financial reserves. Any cash payments they are required to make which are not directly related to the activities they are undertaking will thus detract from their ability to complete projects, or to maximise the benefits accruing from projects.

Conclusion

In summary, a broadening or extension of the definitions to formally recognise groups and organisations which are undertaking activities that provide a community benefit, but which do not fall easily within current guidelines would greatly assist those groups. AFFA suggests that the definition "community service not‑for‑profit organisation' or a similar definition be formally adopted for landcare and similar conservation orientated groups to give official recognition to their activities. The activities of these groups provide a significant public benefit through the conservation and management of our natural resources. Such a recognition could assist in increasing the activities of these groups by enabling them to take advantage of concessions available from each level of government to philanthropic organisations.
