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The primary purposes of the community welfare sector are to provide services for the disadvantaged and vulnerable in society, and, through its peak councils, to lobby on behalf of those populations. Thus it is primarily concerned with the politics of distribution and redistribution from the perspective of social justice and equity. However, this necessitates a concomitant concern with the politics and economics of wealth production. Thus there is a concern with two of the pivotal issues of today's political debates: efficiency and equity.





These objectives are variously represented in ongoing political, economic and social debates. The evolving conservative and social democratic perspectives and the hard edged neo-liberal perspective place differing emphasis on the two. Unfortunately this variability has been reduced in much of the popular discourse to polar opposite positions represented on the one hand by economic rationalism and, on the other, by welfare state advocates. This is a false dichotomy.





It is neither effective nor efficient to organise production and distribution in a manner which generates and entrenches huge inequalities, excludes significant segments of the population from market production and consumption and which necessitates ever increasing resource allocations for coercive social control. Equally, it is neither equitable nor just to structure social transfers and social services in a way which both assumes and encourages passive dependence.





What is best for individuals � active participatory citizenship � is ultimately best for households, communities, markets, the state and society as a whole. The neo-liberals, conservatives and the social democrats all recognise this reality, but they differ on what they see as the best guarantor of such active citizenship. Neo liberals see a need for basic civil and political rights as essential bases for free markets and as sufficient guarantors of just and equitable opportunity for all to actively participate in the making of their market hued world. Equity is defined in terms of all people having the same legal and political rights. Neo-liberals see taxation as a form of theft, and see a need for minimum state intervention � to reduce it to redressing the consequences of market failure. Individual philanthropy and charity are seen as preferable to formal state welfare service provision and as being undermined by taxation and state intervention.





Conservatives endorse the need for the basic civil and political rights of citizenship, but they also see a need for some degree of support for those who fail in the market. For the conservatives, there is a need for a basic safety net, but it ought to be accompanied by relatively austere reciprocal obligations. Conservatives define equity in terms of ensuring equal provision and access to core services such as education and health. They see an important role for the state in mitigating some of the ill effects of the market, but such intervention should always be constrained Individual philanthropy and charity are to be encouraged and supported by the state acting in partnership with charitable organisations. These organisations constitute what we can call the traditional community welfare sector.





Social democrats similarly support civil and political rights but extend the conservatives concern for limited social rights to a more fundamental commitment to social and economic rights as the essential foundation for equitable participation in the economic, social cultural and political life of their communities and society. With this commitment goes a broader interpretation of equal opportunity as necessitating unequal treatment, affirmative action. 





Social democrats see an essential role for the state in addressing and redressing certain inherent features of the market (its amorality, its anarchy, its tendency to boom and slump, and its contribution to vast differentials in patterns of access, participation and return). Charitable organisations are seen as providing a useful service, but they should be constrained by government policy objectives and program guidelines. The trend to deliver social services through not-for-profit community organisations saw, in the 1970s and 1980s, the growth of a new community based publicly funded segment of the community services sector.





When viewed from this continuum, the community welfare sector is the historical product of the three schools of thought, but more particularly it would appear to be most closely allied with the social democratic school.





This natural connection creates tensions in and dangers for the community welfare sector, and these tensions come to the fore during elections.





How have they been dealt with in the past and present?





The sector is political but as policy issue and population group activists rather than as party political activists. Thus the sector has defined its role as developing preferred policy positions and advocating adoption of those positions. The inherent dangers in this process have been minimised by keeping the welfare policy agenda constrained � by keeping it tightly focussed on the politics of redistribution and service delivery, and by not actively participating in the debates about the organisation of production, industry policy, industrial relations policy, employment policy and so on. In other words, the sector has sought to protect itself from party political punishment by staying in its own narrowly defined policy world keeping away from the politics of wealth production.





The sector has also sought to focus primarily on lobbying government. This process is indeed a high wire balancing act; how to secure maximum benefit for the disadvantaged and vulnerable, how to strongly advocate without threatening government backlash against the sector (after all it is just a bunch of do-gooders), how to build alliances on specific issues; how to dance with the government while not alienating the opposition; and so on.





When the sector has taken the next step and actually commented on the specifics of election policies the situation gets very much harder to manage. While it may give a clearer idea of where the sector sits in relation to the policies evaluated, it raises all sorts of questions about the policies which are not evaluated and subjected to critical comment. There is a risk of presenting only a selective comment on political parties' manifestos. There is a high risk of being seen as party political activists.





These are the options and risks which must be discussed. Perhaps the recent experience of ACOSS’ role in the tax debate could be used as an example.
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