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LOAN BILL 2003 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Parliamentary Secretary) [5.03 pm]:  Before the lunch adjournment, I was 
talking about the Edmund Rice Centre in Mirrabooka and the valuable work it does in my electorate.  I noted that 
Brother Steve Bowman earlier this year received a Multicultural Ambassadors Award for his work at the centre.  
His colleague Brother Geoff Seaman has also been honoured with a centenary medal.  As I said earlier, the 
organisations I have named are but a few of the many voluntary non-profit organisations whose work is valued 
and very much appreciated in our community.  The good work they do is incalculable.  On a personal level, as 
local member, I particularly appreciate having a close working relationship and dialogue with a number of these 
organisations.  Who better to receive feedback and counsel from than those at the coalface, who daily must 
confront hardship, disadvantage and marginalisation?  I cannot stress enough the great benefit of this dialogue.  I 
welcome the feedback from these sources as it helps me to better inform myself as a member of Parliament, so 
that I can more effectively participate in public debate on a full range of social policy issues.  Such feedback 
provides another dimension and perspective on issues relating to social disadvantage and marginalisation.  There 
can be no better test of the impact of a government policy than advocacy by those organisations on behalf of the 
people most directly affected by it.  Also, these organisations are well respected in the community and are 
therefore highly credible.   

A testament to the high esteem in which many of these organisations are held is the strong support many of them 
receive from the corporate sector.  That assistance is greatly appreciated, and is all too infrequently recognised.  
Many of these partnerships are not just about money - which the cynical might say represents a handy tax 
concession - but also translate into other forms of partnership.  For example, some companies get staff involved 
through schemes in which staff members volunteer to work at the charities, work on company time a few days a 
year at that charity or undertake separate fundraising activities through social clubs within the company.  This is 
all good stuff, as it raises consciousness, puts a human face on the financial commitment and serves to remind us 
that we have a collective responsibility as a community to those less fortunate than ourselves.   

Finally in this context, I am perplexed about recent developments within the federal sphere that have been 
widely interpreted as seeking to unduly influence the ways in which charities and not-for-profit organisations do 
their work.  It has also been interpreted as seeking to restrict public comment, advocacy and lobbying that may 
be considered unacceptable to government.  There are several developments that have triggered these concerns.  
First, a study was commissioned by the Institute of Public Affairs think tank to examine charity, welfare and aid 
groups.  The institute’s press release outlines the rationale behind the project and states in part -  

 ‘The Institute of Public Affairs has been awarded a contract with the Commonwealth Department of 
Family Services to undertake a research study entitled, “The Protocol:  Managing Relations with 
NGOs”.   

The project aims to develop a trial protocol for public disclosure of NGO standing with government.  The 
objectives of the project are listed as - 

•  To make information about NGOs that have relationships with Government publicly assessable; 
and  

•  To increase awareness of the relationships between NGOs and Government.   

The outcomes of the study will be presented in a report that contains a comprehensive assessment of the links 
between key commonwealth government departments and their client NGOs; a framework to assess the role and 
standing of NGOs based on the information requirements of those departments and relevant ministers; and a 
framework for a database of NGOs, including their standing, a proposed standard of public disclosure when 
dealing with NGOs and a proposed trial protocol that will request NGOs to supply information about their 
organisation that will be publicly available.  The research will recognise the free association of NGOs and will 
not seek to erode their privacy, nor seek to expose any confidential material.  The focus is on the rights of the 
Government and the taxpayer to know enough about an NGO to make an informed judgment about granting 
access and resources.   

This inquiry is part of a wider shake-up of the not-for-profit sector, as the federal Government is also introducing 
a Bill to tighten the tax-free status of charities.  It is keen to establish an alternative peak body to speak with one 
voice for the not-for-profit groups.  It is said the federal Government is putting $2.5 million towards the project.  
This would sideline the Australian Council of Social Service, which has a history of forthright advocacy on a 
range of issues.   
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These developments in isolation do not look sinister.  For example, in the context of the tax-exemption status 
legislation, the federal Treasurer has claimed that the Charities Bill 2003 will do no more than codify the 
common law position.  He also claims that if a charity engages in advocacy on behalf of the people it represents, 
there is a danger that it could lose its tax-exemption status; that is, it would be held not to be principally involved 
in charitable work.  However, one need not subscribe to the more extreme version of conspiracy theory to see 
that a worrying trend is emerging.   

In the editorial in The Australian of 8 August, it was noted in part - 

The Government wants NGOs, charities and aid groups to be more accountable.  This, of itself, is a 
laudable aim.  Unfortunately, the Government has gone about the business of making charities and 
NGOs more open in a ham-fisted way that makes it appear to be on a jihad against groups that criticise 
its policies.  That impression was first created by the release of draft legislation that redefined charities 
so as to exclude groups that attempt to change the law or government policy.  This created the 
impression of the Government trying to muzzle charities, just when it has been busily shifting much of 
the responsibility for caring for the disadvantaged on to those very groups.  Given the on-the-ground 
expertise of groups like the Salvation Army, the last thing the Government needs is to be deprived of 
their advocacy.   

Next we learned that the Government had offered to fund a $2.5 million peak body for all non-profit 
organisations that would allow them to “speak with one voice”.  In principle, this too is a good idea, but 
because of the timing it was seen as an attempt to undermine the role of the Australian Council of 
Social Service, which has been critical of government policy.   

And last, as reported exclusively in The Weekend Australian, the Government has commissioned a 
Melbourne think tank, the Institute of Public Affairs, to “audit” the NGOs the government deals with, 
and establish if they are the legitimate representatives of community groups.  While the IPA has done 
first-rate research work on NGOs, it is seen by them as an enemy - once again, the impression created is 
not of information-gathering, but of a concerted campaign.   

Also, persons of the calibre of Francis Sullivan, Chief Executive Officer of Catholic Health Australia, who is 
hardly known for his radical views, has described these mooted changes as ridiculous.  He is quoted in The 
Australian Financial Review of 30 July as saying - 

If the government is going to make the granting of a tax-free status a reward for silence then it is not 
only ridiculous but shows a complete misunderstanding of why charities exist . . .  

Australian charities such as those I have mentioned today have a very proud history and have been very 
successful in advancing the wellbeing of local communities such as Girrawheen.  This has been done through the 
provision of not only financial and material support but also emotional support, and also through well-targeted 
and mostly bipartisan and objective advocacy.  This advocacy may focus on the need to change a government 
policy, and is engaged in without fear or favour with the best interests of its constituents being the catalyst for 
such advocacy.  Advocacy activity is at the very heart of the purpose of charities, just as much as their other 
activities, and it should not be censored or curtailed.  For many charities, the removal of this capacity would very 
much undermine their whole reason for existence.  I will use an analogy, which is in no way intended to be 
disrespectful: if Christ were alive today and wanted to operate within the current environment, which we see in 
the federal sphere, the federal Government might well say to him, “Well, Jesus, you can distribute your loaves 
and fishes, but you cannot deliver your Sermon on the Mount.”   

I ask all members to reflect on the good work being done by many charities and NGOs in their electorates and 
ask them to lobby their federal colleagues to resist those changes which will diminish the opportunities of the 
many wonderful organisations to do their jobs effectively.   

Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr J.C. Kobelke (Leader of the House).   
 


