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Learn to do good. Work for justice. Help the down-
and-out. Stand up for the homeless. Go to bat for the 
defenseless. Isaiah 1:17 (The Message)

Justice & International Mission

Uniting Church in Australia

Good governance is based on the principles of justice, 
righteousness and compassion, defending the rights of 
the poor and marginalised and protecting the people 
from conflict. In the Old Testament stories, this is 
expressed in terms of right relationships: between 
the ruler and the people and between the ruler and 
God. Psalm 72 is a prayer to God to guide the rulers 
of Israel. It offers an ideal governance model, focused 
on a relationship of care for the poor and vulnerable. 
Jesus similarly focuses on right relationships between 
people in the New Testament. The experience of Jesus 
and his early followers was of oppressive civil and 
religious authorities that failed to model good and just 
government.

Under the guise of reforms to address the influence 
of donations to political parties from foreign sources, 
the Commonwealth Government has introduced a Bill 
to curb the ability of community organisations from 
expressing views on any matter publicly. If they do so, 
their ability to accept donations for their work will 
be tightly regulated. Staff within community groups 
will face long prison sentences for doing things like 
accepting anonymous donations. Further, the Australian 
Electoral Commission will be given the power to assign a 
community organisation to a political party, without the 
consent of either the political party or the community 
group, if the Commission decides the public or private 
comments of a community group favour any political 
party. This conflating of partisan political campaigning 
with community organisations commenting on public 
policy issues, like homelessness or the needs of people 
impacted by family violence, has already been carried 
out by right-wing governments in the UK and Canada 
with the desired effect of those governments of getting 
community groups to shut up. 

Our community will be poorer if civil society 
organisations are stifled from being able to comment on 
ways our society and our world could be better.

We need to persuade Labor and cross-bench Senators 
to amend the legislation and restrict the controls on 
donations to those organisations that campaign directly 
for or against registered political parties. The Greens 
already oppose this attack on the ability of community 
groups to publicly speak up on issues.

The Electoral Legislation Amendment (Electoral 
Funding and Disclosure Reform) Bill 2017 rules that 
an organisation has a “political purpose” if it publicly 
expresses a view on any issue that any registered political 
party also has a view on. It is likely all churches will be 
defined as having a “political purpose”. Churches hold 
to a set of beliefs and values that are overwhelmingly 
expressed publicly and are certainly likely to be on some 
issues that registered political parties also have a view 
on.

There is a strong distinction between organisations 
that publicly advocate for particular policy positions 
and those that seek to get certain parties or candidates 
elected or try to stop certain parties and candidates 
getting elected. Charities, not-for-profit organisations and 
other civil society organisations often provide expertise 
on social issues and contribute to the voices of those 
most marginalised in society, provide space for common 
problem solving and engage and inform citizenry. An 
engaged and informed citizenry is a prerequisite of a 
healthy and robust democracy.

A Consultation Panel set up by the Canadian Government 
in 2016 to investigate legislation targeting charities in 
Canada by the previous right-wing government, drew 
a distinction between “partisan political activities” 
by charities (which are already forbidden under the 
Australian Charities Act) and advocacy and campaigning 



on matters of public policy and law. The Consultation Panel found that by failing to make that distinction, it resulted 
in charities suffering “confusion, fear of participating in public policy dialogue, cost/time burdens to track and 
report”.

Similar stifling impacts of legislation that broadly regulates public policy debate have been experienced in the UK 
under the Lobbying Act 2014. Many charities, particularly in the field of social care, have publicly stated they are 
unable to raise vital concerns over, and experiences of, the impacts of current and future policies on people needing 
their services. Vicky Browning, who heads Acevo, which represents more than 1,000 charity chief executives, said 
many of her members had reported being “too nervous, too anxious and too scared about the repercussions” to 
enter the policy and legislative debate. 

What you can do
Write polite and respectful letters or e-mails to: 
The Hon. Bill Shorten MP 
Leader of the Opposition 
PO Box 6022 
House of Representatives 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600  
Salutation: Dear Mr Shorten 

Points to make in your letter:

•	 Express deep concern that the Electoral Legislation Amendment (Electoral 
Funding and Disclosure Reform) Bill 2017 seeks to stifle community groups from 
being able to publicly speak up on issues to make our society and world a better 
place.

•	 Point out that similar legislation in the UK and Canada, that equates speaking on 
social issues and public policy with campaigning for or against political parties, 
has stifled the ability of community groups to express their opinions on important 
issues.  

•	 Ask that they seek to amend the legislation in the Parliament so that it is targeted 
at only those organisations and political entities involved in promoting or opposing 
a political party or a candidate for political office. This should not apply to the 
purpose of distributing information, or advancing debate, about the policies of 
political parties or candidates for political office (such as by assessing, critiquing, 
comparing or ranking those policies). 

•	 Point out that this definition would already be consistent with what is allowed for 
charities in the Charities Act 2013. 

 

Also send letters to: 
Senator Rex Patrick    
Senator Stirling Griff 
Senator Derryn Hinch   
 
The address for the each Senator is: 
PO Box 6100 
Senate 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600

Salutation: Dear Senator


