Dear Productivity Commission,

I feel like charity law has fallen out of step with what my peers and I care most about, and that my generation doesn’t have the same kinds of philanthropic organisations supporting us and our values as older generations do.

To achieve goals like growing donations and increasing community engagement, charity laws should build incentive structures that foster organisations that work on the kinds of issues that younger generations of Australians care the most about. 

I would like to raise with the Inquiry:

1. The need to realign DGR status with the values of today’s Australians (2.ii, 3.ii, 5, 6)
2. Allowing Public Benevolent Institutions to properly support their communities (2.iii, 3.i)
3. The way in which DGR-status charities shaping Government policy can make democracy work better for communities (3.i, 5, 6.iii)

I have donated to effective charities, and work to support local philanthropic and community groups. I’d like to do more of this over time. I think the changes I recommend in this submission would make it easier for me to be involved, and also help other Australians to donate more and participate more in their communities. The changes could almost dramatically increase the good we achieve through this work. 

Animal Welfare as a whole should be a DGR class, not just short-term direct care of animals (Information request 4)

I am concerned about animal welfare, including in our agricultural sector. I know, both from public polling and from interactions with my friends, family and community, that this concern is widely shared by Australians and only growing.

I think the phrasing of the charitable purpose regarding animals in the Charities Act makes sense. “Preventing or relieving the suffering of animals” is a clear and laudable concept. However, the way that 4.1.6 of the Tax Act narrows that down to organisations whose principal activity is “providing short-term direct care to animals (but not only native wildlife) that have been lost, mistreated or are without owners” or “rehabilitating orphaned, sick or injured animals (but not only native wildlife) that have been lost, mistreated or are without owners” is obviously unreasonable. 

The more impactful way to help animals is a holistic approach that seeks to prevent cruelty from occurring, pursues sensible regulation about how society at large treats animals, and also provides direct care to animals that fall through the cracks. Complex problems have complex solutions. Limiting DGR – a significant boost to the efficacy of charities who can access it – to only “bandaid solutions” limits the impact of the cause overall.  
 
I sympathise with concerns that a dramatic expansion of DGR status could have impacts on the tax base. I think, if DGR is going to be expanded gradually, prioritisation should be based on where the most positive impact can be achieved per dollar, and with a view to aligning DGR status with the values of modern Australians.

Charity evaluators, in their work assessing the potential good that could be achieved by working on different causes, consistently agree that animal welfare is one of the most impactful ways to do good. As a proxy for interest in the community, Roy Morgan has found that the trend in vegetarian eating continues to grow, with 2.5 million people in Australia (over 12% of the population) now eating all or almost all vegetarian. About 1 Australian decides to go meat-free every 5 minutes. Obviously, not everyone who cares deeply about animal welfare is a vegetarian, but this indicates that a very significant portion of the Australian population is motivated by this concern. Despite how widespread this view is, the community is currently underserved by charity law. This limits the extent to which we can make tax-deductible donations and limits the positive impact we can achieve through our donations.

PBI rules should not hamper community building (Information request 6)

I support Effective Altruism Australia and the work they’re doing to help effective altruism groups in universities and major cities. These EA groups are getting people excited about doing good, helping them think about impactful donations, running reading groups, and giving advice about impactful careers. But Effective Altruism Australia’s status as a “Public Benevolent Institution” limits the work of its community builders to align with EAA’s work on global health and poverty and “incidental” topics.

For instance, EAA community builders probably can’t facilitate a reading group on animal wellbeing because the wellbeing of animals isn’t “incidental or ancillary” to global poverty. I find it hard to understand why the law would stop the peak body of effective altruism in Australia from properly supporting effective altruism clubs in universities. I understand that a charity shouldn’t just be able to do anything, because that would open up the system to abuse, but supporting university clubs and city groups with the same philosophy and philanthropic goals is well within the normal operation of philanthropy. Given the Terms of Reference are framed around building social connection, it would seem a simple change for a big improvement to recommend to Government to remove narrow, PBI-specific rules around “dominant purpose” that prevent PBIs from doing work in their communities.

A change to allow PBIs to also pursue other charitable purposes would help me and my group be more involved in our community and find more ways to do good. I think effective altruism clubs and similar groups, like One For The World, have the potential to be life-long sources of connection for younger Australians. But we need regulatory changes now so that we and these organisations can grow together.

The DGR Status Barrier: Why Advocacy-Focused Charities Are Left Out (Information request 4, 5)

I understand that the ACNC’s view is that a charity can promote or oppose a change to law, policy or practice, provided its advocacy is aligned with a charitable purpose. 

That is a good policy, but it largely misses the real problem. The real problem is that DGR status is almost essential to effectively being able to raise funds and employ talented staff, but the gateways to DGR status are narrow and typically exclude any framings around policy or advocacy.

So, while it’s technically true that a charity can engage in advocacy, DGR charities largely monopolise fundraising and staff attraction, and DGR status is not available to organisations that prioritise advocacy. 

In practice, this hamstrings advocacy-focused charities and creates an asymmetry in our democracy. For-profit companies have significant amounts of money to spend on lobbying and often get tax advantages for doing so. But people in the community who are passionate about certain causes often lack the bodies to organise around and certainly don’t get tax advantages. This should change, specifically by broadening out DGR classes so that advocacy-focused organisations can get DGR status. This problem is most obvious in the space of animal welfare, where DGR status is limited to certain kinds of animal rehabilitation. Charities that want to advocate for rules and approaches that mean animals don’t need rehabilitation in the first place don’t get DGR and are therefore limited in their ability to advocate. 

This change would make democracy fairer, help connect communities around the things they care about, and encourage donations. I know I’d feel more confident in our democracy if there were organisations whose values I aligned with that had active and powerful voices in the policy conversation. 

Conclusion 

In addition to the above arguments, if the Australian Government wants to double philanthropic giving and increase impact, it should lead from the front. 

Australia’s Overseas Direct Aid as a proportion of Gross National Income (GNI)—the official measure of development assistance—is expected to remain at the 2021–22 level of 0.20%. 

This continues to place Australia well below the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) country average of 0.32%.

In 2020 Australia ranked 21 out of 29 OECD DAC countries on the generosity of its aid, measured by the ODA-to-GNI ratio. On current estimates, Australia’s ODA-to-GNI ratio is expected to tail off to 0.17% by 2025–26.

The UN’s ODA target is to spend 0.7 per cent of GNI on ODA every year. If the Australian Government wants to double giving by its citizens, it should show that it means business by doubling its own giving and focusing on using evidence to double the impact of the giving that it does do.

I trust that this information has been valuable to the Productivity Commission.



Sincerely,

Kasey King


