ANIMAL WELFARE LEAGUE OF VICTORIA

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

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

· The Animal Welfare League of Victoria operates the Lort Smith Animal Hospital in North Melbourne, Victoria.

· The Lort Smith Animal Hospital has three main functions. It is a:

· veterinary hospital for small pet animals (primarily dogs and cats)

· shelter for lost and stray dogs and cats

· wildlife shelter.

· The hospital is completely privately financed without any form of financial assistance from government.

· The hospital was founded to make veterinary services available to those members of the community unable to pay normal veterinary fees. 

· The hospital has a well-earned reputation as a place for education and training.

· Outreach programs are conducted by staff and volunteers to schools, nursing homes, day care centres and shopping centres.

· The fees charged by the hospital for veterinary services are well below those by veterinary clinics throughout Victoria. 

· The inability of many people to pay even these lower fees mean that we have bad debts of over $100,000 each year.

· For the 2000 calendar year there will be an overall operating loss for the hospital of $1.2 m. 

· Animal welfare forms a part of the broader charitable, religious and community service not-for-profit sector

· The hospital treats over 50,000 cases per year and of these more than 80% are pets owned by pensioners, the disadvantaged or people of limited means.

· The dominant purpose of the Lort Smith Animal Hospital is to provide a broad range of veterinary services.

· We strongly believe that our organisation should be defined so that it becomes eligible to become a Deductible Gift Recipient.

· The organisation is a wholly charitable organisation.

· There is a need to streamline and reduce the complexity of the various definitions and the contradictions and anomalies that currently exist.

· Operating under different definitions provides a major constraint on our ability to raise funds to maintain our services.

· The current social and economic climate means that we are seeing an increasing number of people with financial problems and who cannot meet even our lower veterinary fees.

· It is our view that one simple clear definition that incorporates and acknowledges the role of animal welfare agencies and the important role they play in peoples’ lives should be established. 

· One single term – A Charity – should be used and that the defining criteria include the following:

· The purpose of the organisation

· The nature of its activities

· The type of service provided.

· It is the clear view of the Animal Welfare League of Victoria that the unique work of the Lort Smith Animal Hospital in providing: 

· veterinary care for the pets of the disadvantaged

· the operation of an animal shelter and refuge and

· the operation of a wildlife shelter

should be capable of inclusion in any new definition of a charity, community service or not-for-profit organisation.
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Introduction

The Animal Welfare League of Victoria is a public company limited by guarantee governed by a Board of Directors. It has been in existence since 1929 and its main function is to operate the Lort Smith Animal Hospital in the inner city suburb of North Melbourne, Victoria.

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital has three main functions. It is a:

· veterinary hospital for small pet animals (primarily dogs and cats)

· shelter for lost and stray dogs and cats

· wildlife shelter.

The hospital is a completely privately financed organisation without any form of financial assistance from government.

The hospital was founded to make veterinary services available to those members of the community unable to pay normal veterinary fees. It employs thirteen full-time veterinarians who together with nurses, animal attendants, reception and administrative staff run the hospital from 8.30 am to midnight every day of the year. The number of patients each year is in excess of 50,000 and they include both owned and ownerless animals. Services range from minor treatments to major surgery, from treating emergencies caused by animals being hit by a car to the re-homing of thousands of lost or unwanted dogs and cats.

The hospital is unique in Australia.

Background

The Animal Welfare League of Victoria was started in 1929 to by a group of women who were concerned about the welfare of animals belonging to people of limited financial means.

In 1935 they opened a hospital in Villiers Street, North Melbourne named after Mrs Louisa Lort Smith who was instrumental in its establishment. The object was to provide veterinary care to all animals regardless of the owner’s ability to pay for such attention. It was constituted to assist people. The enterprise was successful from the first day and many thousands of people have used the service every year since. 

From particularly modest beginnings over 70 years ago a well-known and respected Melbourne institution has evolved allowing quality veterinary treatment to be available to the pets of financially less fortunate people. Over the years the hospital developed a reputation as a place for education and training. Many students, ranging from veterinary science students from the University of Melbourne to school students on work experience, have worked there. As a community service the hospital also provides educational and public awareness programs with visits by staff and volunteers to schools, nursing homes, day care centres and shopping centres. These are particularly rewarding because of the obvious joy they bring to both the young and the elderly. Feedback from these visits is very positive with teachers and carers reporting a marked improvement in attitude by their students and patients after contact with our animals. This is a costly service but is considered an important community service and will continue.

The continued growth in demand for veterinary services lead to a point where, by the late 1990’s, the old hospital had outgrown its ability to meet the demands on it. It was too old, too crowded and too dilapidated. It was decided to construct a new hospital on the same site and in June 2000 a new $4.8m building opened its doors to the public. The new hospital is a state-of-the-art facility with eight consulting rooms, four operating theatres, two treatment rooms, two pharmacies, six medical wards, intensive care and isolation wards, a large laundry, crematorium, accommodation for lost and stray animals as well as sick and injured wildlife. 

It is the largest hospital for small pet animals in Australia (and probably the Southern Hemisphere).

Financial Situation

The fees charged by the hospital for veterinary services are well below those by veterinary clinics throughout Victoria. 

With a staff of approximately 60 people, full-time, part-time and casual, salaries form the major component of the annual budget. Together with payments for pharmaceuticals they comprise 80% of annual expenditure.

Because the majority of our clients are from less affluent sections of the community our fees are designed to not act as a disincentive to seeking of veterinary attention for the animals they own. The reputation we have for never refusing treatment on the grounds of lack of money means that we also see many who cannot pay. The result is that we have bad debts of over $100,000 each year.

In 2000 the annual operating income for the hospital will be $2.1m while the annual operating expenditure will be $3.3m, thus creating an overall operating loss of $1.2m.

Historically the hospital has always run at a loss and because of the function we fulfill it would appear that this situation will continue. The foresight of the founders of the League who decided that any substantial gift must be invested rather than used in day to day running of the hospital has resulted in a situation where there is a regular annual income which approaches our annual loss. However we still rely on community support through fundraising activities, donations and legacies to enable the hospital to continue to operate each year.

Response to Issues Paper

1
Size and composition of the sector.

Animal welfare forms a part of the broader charitable, religious and community service not-for-profit sector. There is a range of organisations at both national and state levels – some, such as the RSPCA have a federal organisation, others have similar names and purposes while others exist independently.

There are Animal Welfare Leagues in most states of Australia but despite attempts in the past, there is no formalised and operating federal body of Animal Welfare Leagues. The various state bodies have similar attributes and purposes but their behavior and services vary from state to state.

Within Victoria there are a number of charitable animal welfare organisations. The major ones that focus particularly on pet animals are as follows:

· Australian Animal Protection Society

· Cat Protection Society of Victoria

· Lort Smith Animal Hospital

· The Lost Dogs’ Home

· RSPCA

· Victorian Animal Aid Trust.

The charter of the majority of these organisations is to act as animal shelters. The RSPCA primarily aims to prevent cruelty to animals. The key distinguishing feature of the Lort Smith Animal Hospital is that it is a major animal hospital that provides veterinary care for disadvantaged members of our community. It has no direct association with any other veterinary practice or animal welfare organisation. It does not receive any government funding nor is it a Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) to enable it to receive tax deductible gifts. 

A University of Melbourne study revealed that in Australia 60% of households had a pet of some sort, with 40% owning one or more dogs and 27% owning cats. It is not surprising then to note that we treat over 50,000 cases per year and of these more than 80% are pets owned by pensioners, the disadvantaged or people of limited means. The hospital provides an ambulance service that picks up owned animals, brings them to the hospital for treatment and then returns them to their owner. Elderly and disadvantaged people who are either house bound or do not have access to transport are the main beneficiaries of this service.

There are approximately 60 individuals who work at the hospital and they amount to approximately 45 equivalent full-time staff. The annual salary budget is $1.9m. and there are approximately 30 volunteers who assist the hospital with a range of public awareness and educational programs as well as fund raising activities.

2.
Attributes, purpose and behavior

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital was established to provide proper veterinary care for those people in the community who could not afford normal veterinary treatment for their animals. It was constituted to assist people in need.

The dominant purpose is to provide a broad range of veterinary services ranging from simple treatments such as vaccinations to complex surgical procedures such as orthopedic operations. Apart from day surgical patients we have six wards for inpatients that require daily inspection and treatment as do all the lost and stray animals that are delivered to our door. The new hospital is the newest and largest small animal hospital in Australia.

Each year we receive thousands of lost, stray or surrendered puppies and dogs, kittens and cats. Every attempt is made to find new homes for these animals and they are sold at highly discounted rates with every animal being desexed, vaccinated, microchipped, wormed and checked by a veterinarian. Each prospective buyer is encouraged to take proper care and attention of their new pet and spur of the moment purchases and giving animals as gifts are practices that are strongly discouraged. Unfortunately, despite the success of this adoption program, many animals still have to be euthenased each year and their bodies disposed of.

The program of visits to old peoples’ homes is very successful and rewarding. Demand for these services is increasing as the proportion of older people in the population increases. This significantly adds to the need for the Lort Smith Animal Hospital to continue this role it has assumed in Melbourne well into the new century.

Our education and training program is also in high demand from school students seeking work experience, from trainee veterinary nurses and from veterinary science students at the University of Melbourne. Apart from this work with the formal education sector, there is an on-going public education program to promote responsible pet ownership and care with all our clients.

The hospital is also a state government accredited wildlife shelter that takes in sick and injured wildlife for assessment and treatment before passing them on to accredited wildlife carers. Some of these animals are common exotic urban birds such as sparrows, blackbirds, mynahs and pigeons. Others are native wildlife such as possums, parrots, birds of prey and even wombats and wallabies. We thus play a small role in the conservation of native species.

Overall approximately 70% of our clientele are in receipt of some form of welfare assistance and even with their often-pressing financial situation they are able to have quality veterinary treatment for their pets. In this context the hospital is now playing an increasingly important role in social welfare in that the family pet is often one of the most important components of the family unit, contributing to social and individual well being. This fact is supported by university research and published in the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, Vol 2, No 2, May 1999, The University of Melbourne. A joint study of the impact of pets on human health, conducted in both Australia and Germany, suggested that ‘dog and cat owners … use the health system less than non-owners; they make fewer annual doctor visits and spend less time in hospital’. It follows that savings in national health expenditure result and it has been estimated that the reduction in Australian health costs due to pet ownership is $1.4 billion.

An implication for public policy that flows from this is that, if dogs and cats benefit public health, governments should consider adopting programs to enable high risk groups (especially the elderly) to retain their pets or even acquire a new one. The work of the Lort Smith Animal Hospital over the past 65 years has been actively promoting this very notion.

Because of their depressed financial situation, many of our clients do not bring in their animals until they are seriously, if not critically, ill. This means that the hospital has an increasing number of more complex cases to deal with each day, each week, and each year. It is anticipated that this situation will increase in the coming decade. As more people come with these more time-consuming cases it places increasing demands on existing staff and the need to for more staff to reduce waiting times. Thus our costs continue to increase and so does the need to continue to raise funds. 

It is a major limitation on our fundraising program that we cannot receive tax deductible gifts. We strongly believe that our organisation should be defined so that it becomes eligible to become a Deductible Gift Recipient.

3.
Wholly or partially charitable religious or community service not-for-profit organisations

The core business of the Animal Welfare League of Victoria is to run a veterinary hospital for those who cannot afford normal veterinary fees. The organisation also sees the general issue of animal welfare as it applies to smaller pet animals, especially dogs and cats, as of particular interest. There is also a key role of education, training and public awareness that is conducted at a cost to the League. 

The organisation is therefore a wholly charitable organisation.

It is our view that definitions should be based on the core business of the charity. 

It should be a clear expectation that charities and related organisations will undertake commercial activities in order to perform their core purpose effectively. These aspects should be defined as essential elements in order to raise the funds to enable the charities to continue. 

4.
Existing Definitions of charities and related organisations used in Australia

There is a need to streamline and reduce the complexity of the various definitions and the contradictions and anomalies that currently exist.

At present there are four definitions currently being used viz.:

· Charity

· Public Benevolent Institution

· Religious organisation

· Community service not-for-profit organisation.

It is curious in the least that the Animal Welfare League of Victoria meets the criteria of three of these definitions yet is not considered eligible for taxation exemption and status as a DGR that are generally a consequence.

The following description highlights the current anomaly.

1. Definition of a charity

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital is:

· A non-profit body

· Provides a public benefit (and provides a relief of poverty through low veterinary fees or free services)

· Has a dominant purpose that is charitable in a technical legal sense, that is


The relief of poverty, the needs of the aged and the relief of distress (someone who has had their beloved pet hit a by a car and it needs urgent medical care late at night is indeed in distress)


The advancement of education (refer to our public education and in-house training programs referred to above)


A purpose that is beneficial to the community (a shelter and hospital for dogs, cats and wildlife).

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital is an animal refuge and shelter, and this category is listed in the Issues Paper as an example of a charity.

2. Definition of a Public Benevolent Institution (PBI)

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital is:

· A non-profit body

· Is established and carried on for the direct relief of poverty, sickness, suffering, distress, misfortune, destitution or helplessness (financially disadvantaged people are saved paying normal veterinary fees and often receive services for free).

· Is carried on without the purpose of private gain for particular persons

· Provides direct relief for the benefit of a disadvantaged section or class of the public (in this case the financially disadvantaged).

So we believe we clearly are a PBI. The Lort Smith Animal Hospital is run by an animal welfare society and this is listed in the Issues Paper as an example of a body that is not a PBI. At the moment therefore we are deemed as a charity but not a PBI.

3. Definition of a Community service not-for-profit organisation.

The Lort Smith Animal Hospital is:

· A non-profit body

· Established for community service purposes where the purpose is altruistic (the provision of high quality veterinary care for the pets of the needy; the conduct of nursing home visits).

Operating under these different definitions provides a major constraint on our ability to raise funds to maintain our services. It is clearly the lack of endorsement as a PBI that holds back our claim as a DGR and so provides a disincentive for people and corporations to donate to the hospital.

It is our intention to expand our educational and training role and our outreach programs to nursing homes and aged citizens. This expansion is held back by a lack of funds for these programs  - again this is the result of the definition that we are not a PBI and so don’t have DGR status.

The current social and economic climate means that we are seeing an increasing number of people with financial problems and who cannot meet even our lower cost veterinary charges. This is demonstrated by the fact that our bad debts have grown by 20% over the past three years. The people who use our hospital are very aware of the importance of our status as a charity and there are many people in the community who support us with gifts, donations and legacies.

It is our view that one simple clear definition that incorporates and acknowledges the role of animal welfare agencies and the important role they play in peoples’ lives should be established. Hence the term PBI should be either abolished or incorporated into this one definition. 

There is clearly a place for direct assistance from Government to be distinguished from other forms of assistance. In our case we are not seeking direct assistance through a financial grant, instead are seeking the status of a DGR and the taxation deductibility for donors that would result. We are therefore only seeking an opportunity to improve the development of our own resources, not a Government handout. A clearer definition that in turn enables us to qualify for taxation benefits would greatly assist our work.

5.
Options for enhancing the existing definitions in Australia

It is suggested that one single term – A Charity – be used and that the defining criteria include the following:

· The purpose of the organisation

· The nature of its activities

· The type of service provided.

There are a large number of not-for-profit organisations and the Australian Directory for Not-for-Profit Organisations, published by Pro Bono, contains a useful list of 43 categories. These range from Aboriginal, Aged, AIDS, Animals and Birds to Welfare, Women and Youth. It is suggested this list be considered.

There should be consistency of definitions and all like animal welfare groups should be included in the same category. At present there is the anomalous situation of the RSPCA being defined in one category and other animal welfare groups in another.

It is the very firm view of the Animal Welfare League of Victoria that the unique work of the Lort Smith Animal Hospital in providing: 

· veterinary care for the pets of the disadvantaged

· the operation of an animal shelter and refuge and

· the operation of a wildlife shelter

should be capable of inclusion in any new definition of a charity, community service or not-for-profit organisation. The low cost assistance for the pets of the needy should be acknowledged as being of direct assistance to the needy themselves. 

For further information please contact:

Mr Jim Wilson

Managing Director

Lort Smith Animal Hospital

24 Villiers Street

North Melbourne VIC 3051

Tel:

03 9321 7222



0407 011 443

Fax:

03 9328 4282

Email

jwilson@lortsmith.org.au








