
The Non Profit Lobby and Fraser Island 
(and some guidelines for lobbying based on FIDOÕs experience) 

This is an extract from a FIDO supplement first published in 1983,  It analyzed the features of FIDO’s 
campaign to stop sandmining during the early 1970s.  This backgrounder is included with MOONBI 107 
in April, 2004 .  The fuller version is included on the FIDO’s Web page (www.fido.org.au) in the public 
interest.  FIDO is an entirely voluntary organization without any paid employees.  No member gains any 
financial benefit from working for the organization and all members are out of pocket to support it but 
they do it to ensure that Fraser Island’s unique values are preserved for future generations.  
Pressure groups fall into two broad categories: 
1. Vested Interest Lobby Groups (VIL) include Chambers of 

Commerce, Mining Industry Council, AMA., automobile, 
chemical and pharmaceutical manufacturers, Confederation 
of Industry, Trade Unions and the R.S.L. just to name a few 
in Australia. 

2 Non Profit Lobby Groups (NPL) developed in areas such 
as civil rights and rights for students, women and consumers 
as well as the peace movement and environmental 
protection movement. The ultimate goal of the Non Profit 
Lobby is to achieve favourable political outcomes in the 
public interest. 

In the past generally pressure groups were regarded as being 
shady, sinister, selfish and unwholesome alliances of people or 
corporations with vested interests in seeking Government 
decisions to their pecuniary advantage. While some still hold this 
attitude, more and more people realize that not all pressure 
groups are pursuing selfish objectives. Concerted lobbying is 
now vigourously being undertaken by public interest groups 
whose members do not gain financially.  

Historical development of the NPL 
During the 1960s many NPL groups were established in 
Australia and other developed countries. Martin Luther King 
was leading a civil rights campaign and Ralph Nader began his 
crusade in consumer protection.  

Until the 1960s, Australian National Parks Associations, Field 
Naturalists Clubs and National Trusts provided only limited 
environmental advocacy. However, with the birth of the Wildlife 
Preservation Society of Queensland (1962), the Australian 
Conservation Foundation (1965) and state Conservation 
Councils (Queensland in 1969), the Non Profit Lobby saw much 
more vigourous environmental activism. Similar developments 
occurred in other fields of public interest advocacy in Australia 
at the same time. 

The growth of the NPL which blossomed in the 1960s and 
flourished in th 1970s was due to three factors:- 
1. The growth of a larger tertiary sector in the community--- 

primary and secondary industries have more reasons for 
pursuing vested interests and for discouraging people who 
are employed in such industries from being active in Non 
Profit Lobbies. 

2. A more affluent society, which is able to afford the luxury 
of pursuing the public interest at private expense--- lobbying 
and advocacy are expensive. It is mainly people in upper 
middle income groups who can afford to support their 
principles with cash. 

3. A growing sense of social responsibility following World 
War II and the social and environmental degradation in the 
immediate post war years  

Reaction to the advent of the NPL 
It took political scientists many years to recognize and 
properly come to terms with the impact of the Non Profit 
Lobby. Perhaps this was because for so long, the Vested 
Interest Lobby enjoyed an almost exclusive monopoly of 
pressuring  governments and the cynical political observers 
did not accept that some people would be prepared to 
lobby for a cause without gaining any pecuniary interest 
just because they believed in it and were even prepared to 
be out of pocket to pursue the public interest. 
Initially, the NPL caught both governments and VIL by 
complete surprise. Some regarded the NPL as a temporary 
social aberration of the 1960’s which would soon subside. 
However, the NPL not only survived but strengthened and 
grew during the 1970’s to have much larger memberships 
than any political party. (The environment movement has 
more members than all Australian political parties 
combined.) Then, the Establishment was negative and 
pretended to ignore the NPL’s existence and hoped that it 
would go away. By the late 1970s,the NPL was perceived 
to be a persistent phenomenon. This caused a change in 
tactics to "me-too-ism". Most politicians professed to be 
conservationists. One celebrity based his claim on the fact 
that he fed seed to the parrots. Such "me-too-ism" always 
had qualifications such as "I am a conservationist but É ."  
This inevitably diluted principles. 
It was during the mid-1970’s that the NPL started to 
achieve major objectives. Civil rights were better 
protected; the peace movement saw the withdrawal from 
Vietnam; the women’s movement scored many notable 
successes; consumers began to be protected and 
conservation scored major victories including Fraser Island 
and Cooloola after tragic losses such as Lake Pedder. 

The advocacy of the public interest 
Persuasion is achieved by direct representations to 
politicians and/or successfully persuading a sufficient 
proportion of the political electorate to support the 
politicians who respond to representations in the public 
interest. Politicians rarely respond to direct representation 
from NPL’s unless they are reasonably certain that they 
will gain support from the electorate for that action. That 
should not be surprising because in a democracy 
politicians should represent the "will of the people" and 
unless this "will" has been demonstrated sufficiently, a 
politician is loathe to act. 
The definition of "politicians" should include aspiring 
candidates, apparatchiks and a much wider category of 
people who are involved in political decision making. 
Many senior bureaucrats are often required to substitute 
for their political masters and/or articulate the policies and 
decisions for their political masters. 
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True democracies are where Òthe will of the people prevailsÓ. 
Therefore, in a democracy good politicians should reflect the 
will of the majority rather than projecting their own personal 
views. Therefore good politicians should be plastic people who 
will put aside their own views and be prepared to yield to the 
pressure of public opinion.  

Pressure groups are fundamental to the democratic processes. It 
is up to pressure groups to articulate the public will and 
aspirations. Pressure groups are important in organizing and 
orchestrating public opinion. This is necessary to persuade the 
politicians to support their particular cause. Without pressure 
groups the status quo would be maintained and the direction of 
public policy would go unchanged.  

Any move to gag or censure pressure groups is to distort and 
diminish democracy because it interferes with the proper 
democratic processes. Censuring of pressure groups is more of 
an infringement of democracy than overt censorship. Both 
censuring and censorship inhibit free expression of opinion. 

Lobbying methods 
The methods of the VIL and the NPL are quite different. 
Budgets of the VIL are many times greater than those of the 
NPL. All of the VIL’s expenses are regarded as legitimate 
business expenses and therefore tax deductable. It means that 
other taxpayers are subsidising the VIL’s campaigns to the tune 
of 45 cents in every dollar they spend. Since they stand to gain 
substantially, the VIL rarely engages in lobbying unless they can 
see lucrative dividends for their vested interests in practical 
financial returns either direct or indirect. 

The VIL's methods include promising more of everything – jobs, 
employment, economic growth-- or providing perks, payolas, 
promises to pay into political parties and subtle methods such as 
dinners, handouts and other means to ingratiate the recipient. 
One public relations man defined a good politician by claiming, 
"When you buy a good politician, he stays bought". This is 
contrary to the definition of democracy where a politician must 
be flexible and reflect changing public opinion.  

Propaganda is a widely used tool of the VIL which can afford 
lavish advertising and PR budgets. Many VIL consultants are 
convinced that they can win campaigns exclusively on the 
strength of their propaganda. However, they now also work on 
discrediting spokespersons for the NPL and running lobby 
groups out of funds using various devices. Many have been 
defamed or harrassed by legal actions. Many NPL leaders can 
cite many attempts to discredit them.  

NPLs are relatively starved for funds. So in practical lobbying, 
NPLs must do everything as cheaply as possible. Budgets for 
NPLs are relatively smaller than their vested-interest opponents. 
NPLs can make a virtue out of their impecuniousness. They can 
also strongly capitalize on the fact there is no financial gain for 
the group or supporters and only expenses for NPL supporters 
who represent the public interest are met. This helps to some 
extent to offset the more generous budgets afforded by the 
vested interests. The NPL shouldn’t be coy about drawing on its 
greatest strength, its voluntary effort.  Supporters gain absolutely 
nothing personally and are prepared to make personal and 
financial sacrifices to support the public interest.   

Resources 
Philanthropy: Even though NPLs occur mainly in 
developed nations which can afford philanthropy, they 
never have enough money. Most NPL’s experience an 
initial flush of philanthropic largesse but this tends to taper 
off over time. Although donations may temporarily boom 
in times of crisis, the first donation anyone makes to a 
voluntary organization is most frequently their most 
generous. NPLs must be actively self-help groups and be 
able to survive without donations. The prospect of 
dwindling donations means that NPL’s need to establish an 
entrepreneurial base to augment their income over time. 
Self-help also demonstrates the good faith to supporters. 
Most of FIDO’s fund raising efforts combined other 
campaign objectives. For example, while raising funds, 
FIDO safaris also established valuable personal contacts 
(informal communication network) and enabled 
inspections (intelligence) -- both essential to the overall 
campaign. 
Immediacy:  Lobby groups must be seen to be effective 
and producing results and to be in a crisis situation to 
inspire continuing financial support. Donors expect money 
to be spent and not hoarded. Activism helps maintain the 
faith with financial supporters. Although FIDO’s 
expenditure reached over $20,000 per annum, the reserves 
remained at about $1000. If reserves built up, it tended to 
take the urgency out of fund raising. 
Volunteer morale: Just as donations marginally reduce 
with time, so does the voluntary effort. It is important to 
maintain the morale of the workforce. FIDO avoided this, 
in part, by adopting a theme "conservation must be fun". 
We pointed out the funny side of things with cartoons and 
satire. FIDO emphasized the good times that people can 
enjoy, whilst supporting the public interest. Safaris, 
outings and meetings were enjoyable and memorable 
social occasions. Because of that, we found that people 
never hesitated to help us with working bees, information, 
the communications network, and in a variety of other 
ways.  
Working within the System:  FIDO was wisely advised 
to appreciate that the strong emotional fervour which 
causes people to sit in front of a bulldozer rarely remains 
so intense for more than three weeks. Direct action 
provides only a temporary solution not a permanent 
outcome which must have some political or legal basis. 
Therefore FIDO resolved not to get involved in sit-ins, 
marches, demonstrations or direct actions but to work 
within the system to achieve the eventual outcomes.  
The success of FIDO: FlDO attributes its successful 
campaign 1971-1976 to stop sandmining on Fraser Island 
to five main features: 
(a) being original to be more effective  
(b) being clear and concise 
(c)  remembering that opinion is changed mainly by 

friends, neighbours and relatives 
(d) working within the established system  
(e) maintaining an effective intelligence service. 
These attributes are expanded on in more detail on 
FIDO’s web site: www.fido.org.au 


