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Introduction 
VCOSS hosted a Victorian Community Sector Advocacy Day at Parliament House on 11 March 2009 as part of the ongoing campaign for sustainable funding of the community sector. 

The day provided an opportunity for community sector representatives to meet with Members of Parliament (MPs) to highlight the valuable work of the community sector. A key aim of the day was to advocate for 4.2% price indexation, both as part of current negotiations between the Department of Human Services and health, housing and community services, and across all state government funded services, to ensure the future viability of community services in Victoria.

This report provides an overview of the day including a summary of the issues raised by MPs in their meetings with sector delegates. These issues are useful in framing the sector’s ongoing campaign for adequate government funding. 
Advocacy Day participants 

VCOSS members and stakeholders were invited to submit an expression of interest to participate on the day. The number of places available was dependent on the number of MPs that participated and the electorates they represented. Fifty community sector delegates participated on the day, representing the following organisations: 

· Action on Disability within Ethnic Communities (ADEC);
· Alzheimer’s Australia (Victoria);
· Anglicare Victoria;
· Association for Children with a Disability;
· Association of Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres;
· Barwon Adolescent Taskforce;
· Brite Services & Brite Institute;
· Camcare;
· Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare;
· Cystic Fibrosis Victoria;
· Eastern Volunteers Resource Centre;
· Ethnic Communities Council of Victoria
· Inclusion Melbourne;
· Inner South Community Health Service;
· Jesuit Social Services;
· Jobwatch;
· Leukaemia Foundation of Australia;
· MacKillop Family Services;
· Menzies Family Services Inc;
· Multicultural Centre for Women's Health;
· National Disability Services;
· Nicholson Street Community House and Northwest Neighbourhood House Network;
· Opening the Doors Foundation; 
· Reach out for Kids Foundation;
· Reconciliation Victoria;
· Salvation Army;
· Spectrum Migrant Resource Centre;
· Springvale Neighbourhood House/Cook Islands Community Services of Victoria;
· Tenants Union of Victoria;
· Travellers Aid;
· UnitingCare Connections;
· VCOSS;
· Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency;
· Victorian Alcohol and Drug Association;
· Villa Maria;
· Volunteering Victoria;
· Yooralla; and
· Youth Substance Abuse Service.
All Members of Parliament were invited to attend and thirty-seven MPs participated on the day. This was encouraging particularly given the time pressures on MPs during a parliamentary sitting week and the extra-ordinary pressures on some MPs as a result of the bushfire crisis and recovery process. The following MPs participated: 

· Lily D'Ambrosio - Mill Park (ALP);
· Inga Peulich - South Eastern Metropolitan (LP);  
· Rob Hulls - Niddrie (ALP); 

· Bernie Finn - Western Metro (LP);
· Heidi Victoria - Bayswater (LP);
· Peter Crisp - Mildura (NP);
· Paul Weller - Rodney (NP);
· Daniel Andrews - Mulgrave (ALP);
· Wade Noonan - Williamstown (ALP);
· David Hodgett - Kilsyth (LP);
· David Morris - Mornington (LP);
· Gayle Tierney - Western Victoria (ALP);
· John Pandazopoulos - Dandenong (ALP);
· Rob Hudson - Bentleigh (ALP);
· Colleen Hartland - Western Metro (AG);
· Robert Clarke – Box Hill (LP);
· Wendy Lovell (M.L.C) - Northern Victoria (LP);
· Jaala Pulford - Western Victoria (ALP);
· Bruce Atkinson - Eastern Metropolitan Region (LP);
· Jenny Mikakos - Northern Metropolitan (ALP);
· Richard Dalla-Riva - Eastern Metro Region (LP);
· Peter Hall - Eastern Victoria (NP);
· Candy Broad - Northern Victoria (ALP);
· Martin Pakula (M.L.C) - Western Metropolitan Region (ALP);
· Neale Burgess - Hastings (LP);
· Fiona Richardson - Northcote (ALP);
· Jennifer Huppert - Southern Metro (ALP);
· Tim Pallas - Tarneit (ALP);
· Kirstie Marshall - Forest Hill (ALP);
· Gavin Jennings - South East Metro (ALP);
· Susanne Legena (Minister Peter Batchelor’s Chief of Staff) - Thomastown (ALP);
· Russell Northe - Morwell (NP);
· Martin Foley - Albert Park (ALP); 

· Damian Drum - Northern Victoria (NP);
· Danielle Green Northern Metro (ALP);
· Denis Napthine - South-West Coast (LP); and
· Minister James Merlino - Monbulk (ALP) 
In addition, The Honorable Lisa Neville, Minister for Community Services, and Ms Mary Wooldridge, Shadow Minister for Community Services, welcomed all delegates to Parliament. 

Sector delegations 

Delegations of three to four sector representatives met each MP. A key aim was to link MPs with organisations that provide services within their electorate to ensure that the key messages were locally relevant. Most delegates attended two to three meetings across the day. 

Each delegation was allocated a fifteen minute meeting with their MP. It was encouraging to see several MPs extend meetings from fifteen minutes up to an hour, particularly given restraints on their time on a parliamentary sitting day. 
Key messages 

An issues paper was given to each MP to outline the current challenges facing the community sector. This paper, Community Sector Sustainability Background Paper, is available on the VCOSS website. The key issues raised in the paper were the impact of the global economic downturn on community organisations, including increasing demand for services, difficulty keeping pace with costs, the shortage of skilled staff and the cost of compliance. 
The key messages conveyed by each delegation were: 
· There has been a reduction in state government funding for services and/or funding does not meet current costs; 

· Funding cuts/gaps mean services are being reduced or are at risk of being reduced, there are longer waiting lists and service closures are happening; 

· Funding pressures are impacting on services just as there is an increasing demand for services; and
· Community sector organisations in Victoria are calling for an increase in price indexation of 4.2%. 
Media 

VCOSS distributed a media release about the day which generated some media attention. Cath Smith, VCOSS CEO, was interviewed on 774 ABC radio and 

3CR radio.

Feedback from MPs

Delegates were asked to provide feedback from each meeting about the key issues raised by MPs. The following section provides an overview of these issues, which provide useful tips about the focus of future advocacy work. 

Budget pressures

· There is significant concern about state budget pressures. Forward projections are ‘challenging’ and the government will have to make ‘tough decisions’.

· MPs were receptive to the sector’s messages about potential job losses in the community sector if organisational funding is not increased. The community sector is a significant employer group and all levels of government would be concerned about significant job losses. 

Global financial downturn

· MPs were generally receptive to the issues facing the community sector related to the global economic downturn. 

· MPs understood that investment returns are down, fundraising is more difficult and that there is increasing demand for services. 

· There was interest in the impact of the global economic downturn on social inclusion (e.g. higher unemployment) and the specific impact on electorates. 

· There was interest in the impact of the global economic downturn on philanthropy and the availability of grant funds. More information was requested regarding the reduction in funding available. 

· The impact of the bushfires on donations to other appeals.

Price Index

· Clarification was sought about the issues related to price indexation as distinct from base price issues. 

· The sector needs to be clear that price indexation will not solve inadequate base pricing nor address increasing demand. A concern is that some MPs may support an increase in indexation believing it will address the under-funding of services. 
· A query about the call for 4.2% over 3 years. Should the sector be asking for a one year rate and negotiate this each year? 

Local issues

· All MPs were very interested in local examples of demand. In any advocacy work, it is valuable to highlight the impact of under-funding of community sector organisations on local electorates and local constituents. 
Service Cuts 

· MPs wanted specific details about which services are being cut or reduced and which may close if there is not an increase in indexation. 

· Provide detail the impact of service closures on clients and the workforce. 

About the day

· MPs expressed support for the Advocacy Day as a model for building relationships between the community sector and parliamentarians and encouraged more of this type of interaction. 

· The strength of the model was the diversity of the sector that was involved combined with a common strong message. 

· Several MPs were particularly impressed with the informative and professional presentations by the delegates, particularly those delegates who had researched electorate specific examples and data. 
One MP noted that, ‘your pressure here today has not gone unnoticed’. Another wrote to VCOSS saying, ‘I found the presentations incredibly helpful. Even as someone who has worked in the field there are a couple of points that people brought up that I hadn't thought of, such as how the general economic downturn would effect some organisation’s investments’.

Peter Hall, Member for Eastern Victoria, supported the campaign in Parliament on March 12: 
‘I want to congratulate the Victorian Council of Social Service on its community sector advocacy day, staged here at Parliament yesterday. I thought it was very impressive that representatives from a wide range of community organisations throughout Victoria spent the whole day here meeting with members of Parliament. I imagine many of us took the opportunity to speak with various community service organisations. The services they provide and the cost of delivering those services was impressed upon me and I am sure on other members of Parliament. Currently they are undertaking some funding agreement discussions with the government for the period 2009-12. I note the fact that it is becoming more difficult for many of these organisations to remain viable, particularly given that they are now having to rely more on their own fundraising efforts and in the current economic climate it is difficult to fundraise and many organisations suffer from reduced investment income. 

The very clear message I, and I am sure other members, were left with was that they are looking for indexation of their funding over the next three years at the rate of 4.2 per cent instead of the current rate of 2.9 per cent. Having spoken with those organisations, I think their claim is a very genuine one; it has a lot of merit. They have asked me to do what I can to convince the government to ensure that that index rate is increased to 4.2 per cent. I do that gladly this morning, and I urge the government to accept that proposed increase in indexation’ (Hansard).
Next Steps 

The State Budget processes are well underway but it is important that the sector builds on the success of the Advocacy Day and maintains the pressure at both the state and local levels. To ensure the success of this campaign, it is critical that community sector organisations participate in the campaign. Some of the actions community sector organisations could consider undertaking include: 
· calling or writing to local MPs to let them know about the funding pressures faced by your organisation and your clients; 

· seeking meetings with MPs or inviting them to visit your service; 

· supporting clients, carers and families to contact and/or meet with local MPs to discuss the importance of community services; 

· contacting local and state media outlets to highlight the issues facing community organisations; 

It would be valuable if all community sector organisations could continue to convey these key messages: 

· There has been a reduction in State Government funding for our service and/or funding does not meet current costs. Funding has not kept pace with increasing costs and inflation – including wage increases, rent increases, petrol costs; 

· Funding cuts mean our services are being reduced (or are at risk of being reduced), there are longer waiting lists and service closures are happening. This is impacting on the most vulnerable and disadvantaged Victorians; 

· Funding pressures are impacting on services just as there is an increasing demand for services particularly given global financial issues; and 
· Community sector organisations in Victoria are calling for an increase in price indexation of 4.2%. 
Personalise these messages with your organisation’s experiences: 

· Have you reduced the scope of your services due to funding pressures? 

· Have you had to turn any clients away? 

· How stretched is your budget? 

· If you have reduced services, what impact is this having on the families and individuals that use your services? 

· What needs in your community are not being adequately met? 

· Consider the impact of price indexation on your ability to deliver services – i.e. what difference would 4.2% indexation make in terms of service delivery (e.g. more staff, running a service etc). 

· Brief facts about the organisation – e.g. number of staff, number of clients assisted each year. 

Background material is available on the VCOSS website at: http://www.vcoss.org.au/what-we-do/community-sector/sector-development.htm[image: image7.jpg]A(a% N
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