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Defining a Peak
In a study of the changing role of community sector peaks, Melville et al (2003) formed  the view that a review of literature indicated a plethora of theoretical viewpoints about peak level organisation in the community sector, but little by way of empirical research.  Review of literature also indicated that peak level organisation in the Australian context showed significant differences to those of New Zealand, Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom. Differences were mainly found in the ways of operating and in the lower levels of government funding support available internationally.
In the Australian context there have been numerous attempts to establish a one size fits all definition of what a peak organisation is. However, Strickland et al (2008:26) concluded that there are several defining characteristics to be found in peak organisations and not all of them apply equally to each. These characteristics include membership by other organisations, representation of members views, the types of activities undertaken, the nature of governance arrangements, the scale and scope of operations, capacity to provide thought and policy leadership on policy and service issues.
Strickland reports that the Industry Commission (1995) report into charitable organisations in Australia developed a comprehensive and functionally based definition of peak bodies which has wide acceptance today. In this definition:
A peak body is a representative organisation that provides information dissemination services, membership support, coordination, advocacy and representation, and research and policy development services for members and other interested parties. ….. the peak council role does not involve direct service provision. (Industry Commission, 1995:181)

Melville provides a definition which has a strong on emphasising the representative function and the legitimacy it gives to the tasks undertaken.  This definition sees a peak body as the representative of smaller constituent organisations.
A ‘peak body’ is a non-government organisation whose membership consists of smaller organisations of allied interests.  The peak body thus offers a strong voice for the specific community sector in the areas of lobbying government, community education and information sharing between member groups and interested parties. (Melville et al, 2003:ix)
Other definitions canvassed through Melville’s study are either functional in nature:

community sector peak bodies engage in an effective mix of representation and advocacy, policy analysis and program development, research and consultation, information dissemination and sector development (ACOSS in Melville, 2003:3).  
It seems apparent that the primary purpose of peak organisations might be to represent the interests of an identified sector, group or constituency and that they do this through fulfilling a range of identifiable functions – primarily advocacy, lobbying and member support and engagement.

The Serving Communities Taskforce Report (1993) is identified by Melville (2003:3) as distinguishing four different types of peaks: social advocacy, industry, consumer and service development.  One definition of peaks submitted to Melville’s study emphasised the  representative focus of consumer peak bodies as:

... organisation(s) which  have the mandate and responsibility to represent (to the public/government/other community organisations) a specific group of people who, for whatever reason, are disadvantaged in some way: gender/age/health/ethnicity/sexual preference.  They also need to have direct contact/input from the group they represent. (Response to survey question, Melville, 2003:4)
A wider view of role and purpose however might be found in the observation that:

... proper governance in a civil society involves government and a vibrant advocacy sector ... in Australia, we have had that in the sense of strong unions, strong MNO’s, strong lobbying, and that it is an essential part of the governance of the nation (interview response, Melville, 2003:5).
Melville (2003: iv) makes it clear that a high level of dependence on government funding by peaks in Australia reflects a fragility in the capacity of peak organisations to fulfil their advocacy purpose and function.  Of the 142 peak organisations studied, 100 derived their income mainly from government sources with more than half having been threatened with the loss of funding and 10 totally de-funded.  The reasons given for such threats were reported as political activity and changed funding guidelines in 40% of cases.
The TasCOSS response to the review of DHHS-funded Peak Bodies (TasCOSS,2009) highlights a concern that government tends to consider peak bodies only in regard to their relationship to government business units rather than in their role and value in civil society.
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