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How many Australian charities are
working internationally?
By Ashlee Betteridge
8 October 2014

For those in development, it is not hard to rattle off the names of the big gun NGOs in our
sector.

But what about all those small charities out there, working with a specific community or on
a niche topic? Are there hundreds of them, or thousands? And where are they sending their
cash?

A new report [pdf] released this week from the Curtin University Not-for-profit Initiative
gives us some insight into the scale and profile of the Australian charity sector, including
those organisations sending money or working overseas.

The report, which bills itself as the first comprehensive report on charities in Australia, is
based off the Annual Information Statements submitted to the Australian Charities and Not-
for-profits Commission (ACNC) for the 2013 financial year. It has been supplemented with
2012-13 data from the Australian Taxation Office and the Australian Business Register, with
a total sample size of 38,341 charities.

The report tells us the following:

Charities could indicate that they were involved with countries outside of Australia in
three  ways;  by  nominating  ‘international  activities’  as  one  of  their  activities,  by
nominating ‘communities overseas’ as one of their beneficiaries, or by advising that they
operate outside of Australia.

In total, 6,476 charities or 17% of all reporting charities indicated they were involved in
some way internationally. This could include sending donations or other aid or more
active involvement.

… 2,402 (6%) specifically reported one or more country outside Australia where they
were active and most of these are developing countries.

The countries where these charities work are listed in the table below:

http://acnc.gov.au/CMDownload.aspx?ContentKey=32fa486b-db00-4b3b-aa45-cb8b8e902a79&ContentItemKey=a14fab12-3570-4676-b65c-c8faf64ce5df
http://acnc.gov.au/curtincharitiesreport2013
https://devpolicy.org
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From the above, we can see that countries in our region fare best (though some developed
countries  are  also  receiving similar  attention,  a  reminder  that  not  all  of  the  charities
working overseas are involved in aid and development work). Uganda and Kenya are the
African countries that Australian charities are most involved with.

The report also tells us that of the 4,964 charities that list ‘communities overseas’ as their
beneficiaries (14% of the total sample), 70% are small charities (less than $250,000 revenue
per financial year), 17% are medium ($250,000 to $1m in revenue) and 13% are large ($1
million + in revenue).

So is this aid fragmentation at its worst or community spirit at its best?

While this is still an incomplete picture, and we have little information on the types of
contributions these charities make (are they smaller community-based groups raising funds
for larger international NGOs, do they run projects or are they just fundraisers, are they
predominantly  religious  groups?)  it  is  still  clear  that  there  are  many  small  charities
throughout Australia contributing to the overseas aid effort, far more than those captured
by bodies such as ACFID (which had 126 members in 2013), schemes such as the ANCP (43
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recipients in 2013-14) or OAGDS  (212 registered relief funds in 2012-13).

And while the figures in this report measure the number of charities and not volumes of
giving, it is worth noting that the 14% of charities listing ‘communities overseas’ as their
beneficiaries is not too far off the 2005 Giving Australia report [pdf] estimate that donations
for international aid and development organisations made up around 12.5% of Australians’
charitable donations.
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