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INTRODUCTION

CAFWAA congratulates the Senate on its decision to conduct an Inquiry into Poverty in Australia and welcomes this opportunity to provide input into the Inquiry.

As CAFWAA and its members regard the continuing existence of poverty in a country as wealthy as Australia as totally unacceptable, the elimination of poverty is seen as an achievable priority.     

Thus CAFWAA sees this Inquiry as having a critically important role to play in achieving this goal.

BACKGROUND

What is CAFWAA?
The Child and Family and Welfare Association of Australia (CAFWAA) is the national peak body representing non-government organisations working with children and young people and their families, where abuse and neglect is a major factor in determining the types of services provided.
The range of services offered by these agencies includes out-of-home care and home-based service strategies, and others are concerned with policy development, professional practice and information in relation to this specific area of the broader community services sector
CAFWAA’s aim is "To promote the welfare of childrens and young people in out-of-home care and those at risk of placement, together with their families"
CAFWAA's Organisational Objectives
*
To inform national policy development and to advocate for policies and initiatives that will address the needs of children and young people at risk and their families. 

*
To provide advocacy, support and information for non-government service providers and the community at large, with -respect to the provision of appropriate and effective services for children and young people at risk together with their families. 
*
To promote family support, community development and other preventative programs which aim to appropriately maintain children and young people within a family network and enhance parental care and responsibility. 
*
To promote and undertake research into the needs of children and young people at risk, their families and service providers in the industry sector. 
*
To promote, support and undertake the provision of appropriate training and skills development for those working in the industry sector. 
*
To promote and facilitate the development of national standards of service delivery. 
*
To support and assist In the development of state and territory associations of child and family welfare service providers. 
*
To form links with relevant overseas bodies and national organisations-'. 
*
To undertake other activities which promote the above objectives. 
PURPOSE OF THIS SUBMISSION

The purpose of this submission is to build a picture of child poverty from a child protection perspective and promote a range of recommendations designed to address the issues raised throughout the discussion.  

Together these recommendations clearly indicate a need for a national strategy to eradicate child poverty over time that is adequately resourced and is effectively coordinated with states and territories at a national level.

Structure of Submission

The discussion within this submission is structured in four sections.  These are:

1. Poverty

2. Child Poverty

3. Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect

4. Developing a National Strategy 

Where appropriate, recommendations are located at the conclusion of each sub section of the discussion.            

DISCUSSION

1.
POVERTY

1.1
Defining Poverty

In this submission poverty is viewed as being relative.  Poor people have significantly less compared with other members of the community.  They are unable to acquire and maintain the basic necessities of life.  Their life experience is one of isolation and exclusion, high stress levels and low self esteem.

For their children this can mean limited access to life opportunities and increased risk of experiencing child abuse and neglect.

When defining poverty it is important to distinguish between acute poverty and chronic poverty.  This submission is most concerned with chronic poverty and its impact on children and young people who remain in impoverished circumstances over a long period of time.  

1.2
Measuring Poverty

Over the years there have been many analyses conducted within Australia to estimate the numbers of families living in poverty.  Most of these have involved developing and applying poverty lines to income distributions that have been estimated from surveys taken during a particular period of time.

Because these sorts of approaches have produced significant variations in estimates and are limited in their capacity to adequately determine and address poverty, a clear need currently exists to develop a more consistent and robust measure of poverty (McClelland, 2000, p.25).

This is a view supported by Mitchell (2002, p.12) who says,

Reaching agreement on the strategies required to address poverty will remain elusive if our understanding of poverty fails to tell the whole story of the experiences of disadvantaged people, families and communities…  Critical to achieving such a consensus is developing a measurement of poverty that also encompasses living standards and circumstances.

From this perspective disadvantage is a central concept and its elements become a focus of attention together with the need for structural reform.

Thus social exclusion research is currently focusing in detail at a range of issues that build a picture of disadvantage.  These include:

· inequality in the labour market

· costs of children

· mobility patterns

· life course and intergenerational issues

· family change

· locational disadvantage

· access to education, housing and transport

Mitchell (2002, p.12) suggests that a framework such as this makes it possible to develop a suite of coordinated interventions at a local level that promote inclusion in social and economic life and through this process effectively eliminate poverty. 

Recommendations

That priority be given to developing and implementing a framework for measuring and responding to poverty.

That this framework incorporate disadvantage as well as other poverty measures such as income level

1.3
Identifying the Poor

Within Australia the fact that too many people experience poverty is well established.

Whichever way you measure it, the levels of poverty in Australia are unacceptable.  Too many people confront a scarcity of resources that prevents their social and economic participation.  They are on incomes too low to make ends meet, locked out of a job, living in communities with limited services and industry, unable to afford adequate housing or in poor physical and mental health.  (McCallum, 2002, p.3).

Families experiencing poverty in Australia tend to be consistently identified within the literature as belonging to the same groups. These are:

· indigenous families

· sole parent families

· families with no parent in paid work

· families in public or private rental accommodation

· some non-English speaking families

· large families
(Moore, 2000, p.4)

Recommendation

That the framework for measuring and responding to poverty acknowledge those groups being identified through research as being the most vulnerable and responses designed to redress poverty be targeted towards these groups.

2.
CHILD POVERTY

2.1
Measuring Child Poverty


Key factors that are identified as contributing to child poverty include:

· unemployment and low paid work

· housing costs and availability

· additional pressures associated with being a sole parent 

· inadequate income support payments and services.
(Moore, 2000, p.5)

When estimating child poverty in Australia, Moore (2000) makes the following points:

· compared with many other industrial countries, Australia's child poverty rates are high

· when income level is assessed on a before housing costs basis at least one in eight children live in families with inadequate incomes  

· when after housing costs are included the above figure could increase to one in five

· SAAP data shows that 27,200 families (with 56,000 children) used crisis accommodation in 1997/8
(Moore, 2000, p.3)

When estimating Indigenous child poverty Moore (2000) notes that  Indigenous children are severely disadvantaged in comparison with non Indigenous children.  For example:  

· the proportion of indigenous couples with children below the Henderson Poverty Line 1991 is double that of non indigenous couples

· infant mortality is three to five times higher

· the rate of admission for pneumonia is 80 times higher

· 9% of Indigenous young people will not attend school or leave before the age of 14 compared with 2% of non Indigenous young people

· less than 49% of indigenous students complete year 12 compared with 77% of all students.
(Moore, 2000, p.4)

Given also that rural and regional Australians earn on average 24% less than their city counterparts and the highest proportion of families living below $15,000 per annum are in country areas, it is reasonable to suggest that the poverty levels that children and young people experience within rural and regional areas is greater than that experienced in larger towns and cities (Alston, 2000, p.29).

Despite this evidence Australia has no framework for measuring child poverty currently in place. While this remains true Government and community are unable to access the information needed to identify issues, develop appropriate responses and monitor the impact of policies.

When considering the core components of a framework such as this, the development and implementation of a range of child well being indicators together with a national data collection, analysis and dissemination system deserves serious attention.  

The forthcoming Inquiry into Improving Children's Health and Wellbeing that will soon be conducted by the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family and Community Affairs provides an ideal opportunity for linkages between child poverty and child well being to be explored and acted upon.

Recommendations

That a national framework for measuring and responding to poverty include particular reference to child poverty.

To be effective, this will require the development of common definitions, data collection systems and complimentary policies at national and state levels.

That the Inquiry into Children's Health and Wellbeing identify indicators of child well being that can be incorporated into the framework for measuring child poverty.

2.2.
The Relationship Between Poverty and Child Abuse and Neglect

The literature establishing a correlation between child abuse, neglect and poverty is long standing.  It is also extensive.  While most poor families do not abuse or neglect their children, this research collectively identifies poverty as the single most significant condition connected to child abuse and neglect (National Coalition for Child Protection Reform).

For example a recent study undertaken in the United States found that children from families with annual incomes below $15,000 were:

· 22 times more likely to experience maltreatment than children from families whose incomes exceeded $30,000

· 18 times more likely to be sexually abused

· almost 56 times more likely to be educationally neglected, 

· 22 times more likely to be seriously injured.
(Prevent Child Abuse Wisconsin)

Other research has found that:

· young children living in poverty face a greater risk of impaired brain development due to their exposure to a number of risk factors associated with poverty including:

· inadequate nutrition

· substance abuse

· maternal depression

· exposure to environmental toxins, abuse and trauma

· poor quality of daily care.
(National Centre for Children in Poverty, 1997)

As the literature also clearly indicates relationships between poverty and homelessness and between domestic violence and child abuse and neglect indicate that these   relationships need to be further explored through research and responded to within the overall response to child poverty.

The effects of child abuse and neglect are both immediate and longer term for those who experience harm in this way.  In extreme cases of physical abuse, for example, immediate effects can be brain damage or death.

Other effects are:

· low self esteem

· an inability to form meaningful relationships

· chronic illness

· self destructive behaviour including substance abuse

· psychiatric illness including depression 

· homelessness

· youth suicide

· juvenile delinquency and adult criminal behaviour

In addition, an abusive childhood has been documented as the most consistent factor in the histories of those who abuse children because these parents have rarely experienced nurturing, trusting relationships with their own caregivers (Steele & Pollock, cited in James, 1994, p.7).

When considering the effects of abuse on those individuals who have experienced it, such consideration also needs to incorporate the broader social and financial costs to the community.  These are substantial, often longer term and include costs associated with:

· providing an extensive range of publicly funded services across both Government and community sectors throughout Australia

· a failure to ensure that everyone of workforce age has the necessary skills and is available for work when the size of the available workforce population within Australia substantially declines in future. (Carter, 2002, p.71)

Recommendations

That policy development at national and state levels focus on relationship factors between poverty and child abuse and neglect

That research into the various relationship factors between poverty and child abuse and neglect be coordinated and inform the overall framework for measuring poverty, particularly child poverty.

2.3.
Income Support and Child Abuse and Neglect 

Research indicates an association between the provision of income support and the risk of child abuse and neglect.  For example:

· A US wide survey of child abuse reports made to central registries found that nearly 60% of families involved in abuse incidents had been on welfare during or prior to the study year (Gil cited in CUPE)

· In Britain the unemployment rate among reported abuse committed by fathers was estimated to be six times the national rate (Shah cited CUPE)

· In Australia a South Australian study shows that where children were reported to have been abused in families headed by a sole parent in 54% of cases involving mothers and 44% of cases involving fathers, the parent was receiving a pension (Hood, 1998, p.30).  Furthermore this research indicates that these figures would have been much higher if income source for all families involved in the study had been known (Hood, 1998, p.30).

· A recent Victorian study identifies that most parents with children in care of the Department of Human Services were receiving a pension or benefit (Carter, 2002, p.15).

· While earlier evidence provided in this submission firmly places Indigenous families among the poor other evidence clearly identifies that Indigenous children and young people are also over represented at all stages of our child protection systems including notifications and substantiations of harm, care and protection orders and placement in out of home care (Steering Committee for the Review of commonwealth/State Service Provision, 2003, p.15.7-15.9).  As CAFWAA notes "Poverty and disadvantage are the major causes of (indigenous) child removal, not inappropriate parenting" (CAFWAA, 2002, p.36).

Given that Australia is dependent on anecdotal evidence and various pieces of research to confirm the linkage between income support and child abuse and neglect a clear need exists to develop and implement a systematic mechanism to collect, analyse and disseminate information from a range of related information systems.  Without this our collective capacity to develop an effective, well informed response to child abuse and neglect will continue to be impaired.

A case study that illustrates the relationship between income support and poverty and the impact on children of inadequate levels of income support is attached to  this submission and marked Appendix A. 

Recommendation

That a systematic data collection system be developed and implemented across Australia that has the capacity to determine and examine relationships between level of income, Government benefit and child abuse and neglect to inform the development of effective service responses at both national and state levels

3.
RESPONDING TO CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT

Within Australia states and territories have primary responsibility for responding to child abuse and neglect. 

When considering the role that states and territories play in providing protective and care services for children and young people equal consideration needs to be given to the role played by the Commonwealth.  Because shifts at either level impact on the other, these roles are inextricably linked.  Thus responsibility for ensuring that our most vulnerable children and young people are protected from abuse and neglect is a shared responsibility.  This demands that respective roles and responsibilities are effectively coordinated at both policy and service delivery levels.  
3.1
State and Territory Child Protection Service Systems

Within Australia states and territories are responsible for developing and implementing legislation and policy that governs the ways in which protective and care services are provided for children and young people within those jurisdictions.

During the last decade states and territories have experienced a steady growth in  demand for child protection services accompanied by an increase in the complexity of client need.  As a result these systems are experiencing significant pressure on their capacity to effectively implement policy and legislative requirements and so effectively exercise their legal and fiduciary obligations towards our most vulnerable children and young people.

3.2 
Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services

Services provided by The Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services through Centrelink, FaCS and funding for the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) are critical to ensuring that poor families with dependent children have access to the range of supports and services they require to effectively protect and care for their children. 

3.2.1
FaCS

As the principal policy formulation and advising body within the Family and Community Services portfolio, FaCS is responsible for:

· putting to work the Government's social support policies for families and work age people.

· managing the delivery of services for people with disabilities, families with children, community support, family relationships and welfare housing

Key aspects of these responsibilities that are of particular relevance to those families who also require access to protective and support services provided by state and territory Governments include:

· welfare reform

· the delivery of prevention and early intervention services 

· research
3.2.2
Welfare Reform

According to FaCS Annual Report 2001-2 a key thrust of current policy is to reduce welfare dependency by encouraging self-reliance during working age years (Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services, 2002).

In practice, implementation of this policy is being enforced by financial penalties or sanctions imposed on those who fail to conform with Centrelink eligibility requirements and supported by other welfare to work requirements. 

When considering the issues of poverty, income support and child abuse and neglect the impact of financial penalties designed to move the unemployed into employment in order to achieve welfare reform requires simultaneous consideration.

While available research in this area is mostly US based, it does provide some lessons for Australia in relation to what might also be happening for poor families here who experience a reduction in income because they are unable and/or unwilling to conform with eligibility requirements.

For example Shook (1999, p.35) has found that where families are unable to secure employment and experience a reduction in their welfare grant the risk of child welfare involvement becomes heightened.

This research also notes the potential for negative flow on effects of welfare reform for the budgets and service capabilities of state based child protection systems.  For example:

· even a slight increase in the rate of child protection involvement from the population receiving welfare can lead to a large increase in the number of children who require protective services due to difference in the scale of these two populations (Shook cited in Shook, 1999, p.37).

· a need may arise for states to implement additional emergency relief programs as a means of preventing the need for child protection services developing (Courtney cited in Shook,1999, p.37).

These findings are supported by other research undertaken in the United States that indicates reduced welfare benefits are associated with increases in neglect and children requiring out of home care (Paxson & Waldfogel, 2001, p.22). 

Furthermore immediate work requirements and ‘tough’ sanctions for non compliance are all positively and significantly related to the number of children in out of home care. (Paxson &  Waldfogel, 2001, p.23).

Whilst the Commonwealth collects data on income support and the states and territories collect data on child abuse and neglect it is not currently possible to correlate that data.  Consequently we are unable to establish the relationship between income support and child abuse and neglect in an Australian context or ways in which government policy impacts on poverty.

Recommendations 

That the policy of imposing financial penalties on poor families with dependent children be reviewed whilst research is undertaken to assess the impact of this policy on poor families with dependent children.

That research be undertaken to examine the impact of welfare reform, particularly economic penalties, on poor families with dependent children and inform policy and services required to redress identified effects.

3.2.3  Funding for Prevention and Early Intervention

To achieve its social policy objectives, FaCS also provides funding directly to a range of Government and non government agencies located throughout Australia.  In broad terms, the aim of these services is: 

· prevention through capacity building and early intervention to reduce the incidence of economic marginalisation caused by financial and personal crises
(Commonwealth Department of Family and Community Services Annual Report 2001-2).

At the same time states and territories provide a range of prevention and early intervention services designed to strengthen families to protect children.

While investment in prevention and early intervention by both the Commonwealth and State Governments is most necessary, an overarching policy framework needs to be developed that links the two approaches from a policy perspective, defines respective roles and responsibilities and secures a coordinated approach to service provision within local communities.

Recommendation

That an overarching policy framework be developed in relation to the design and delivery of prevention and early intervention service at both national and state levels to ensure a coordinated response to child abuse and neglect within local communities

3.2.4
Research 

The stated outcome being sought by The Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) is to:

· inform government, policy makers and other stakeholders on factors influencing how families function

While a review of recent AIFS publications indicates an interest in determining the number of people living in poverty at given times and the method that should be used to calculate this number, recently published articles exploring the linkages between for example child poverty, income support, welfare reform and child abuse and neglect do not appear to be high on the AIFS research agenda.  While this may be due in part to structural factors identified earlier such as a lack of linkage between Commonwealth and state data, the AIFS is ideally situated to undertake such research.

Recommendation

That the AIFS take a lead role in developing a research knowledge base in Australia in relation to the linkages between poverty, particularly child poverty, income support, welfare reform and child abuse and neglect

4.
DEVELOPING A NATIONAL STRATEGY

This submission has established a relationship between poverty, child poverty and child abuse and neglect. Within each section of the submission, issues have been identified and discussed and recommendations formulated in response to these.

While this approach seeks to promote specific strategies to address particular aspects of a larger poverty issue it is clear that a holistic approach to eliminating child poverty is also required.  This requires that a national strategy be developed to eliminate child poverty that incorporates a coordinated approach to policy and service delivery at Commonwealth and state levels and the monitoring and review of outcomes being achieved.

Taking the United Kingdom's approach as an example this strategy will need to simultaneously address such matters as low family incomes and inequity of access by poor families with dependent children to essential services such as health, housing, education, child care and employment opportunities (Brewer & Gregg, 2001).

This strategy will also need to provide a range of support programs targeted at families with young children and families with school aged children who live in disadvantaged areas (Brewer & Gregg, 2001).

Given the over representation of lone parents among the poor, specific initiatives that are tailored to meet the needs of this  group will also need to be developed and implemented (Brewer & Gregg, 2001).

Recommendation

That the Commonwealth Government develop and implement a national strategy to eliminate child poverty over time that is adequately resourced and well coordinated with states and territories.  

FOR MORE INFORMATION
 

CAFWAA appreciates the opportunity this Inquiry creates to provide a written submission and looks forward to receiving the Inquiry's report when this becomes publicly available.

Should members of the Committee require more information, please contact  

Carole Marsden


or

Simon Schrapel

PeakCare





C/- Anglicare

PO Box 159





18 King William Road

Paddington  Qld  4064



North Adelaide  SA  5006

Telephone:  (07) 3368 1050



Telephone:  (08) 8305 9210
cmarsden@peakcare.com.au


sschrapel@anglicare-sa.org.au
SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendation 1

That priority be given to developing and implementing a framework for measuring and responding to poverty.

Recommendation 2

That this framework incorporate disadvantage as well as other poverty measures such as income level.

Recommendation 3

That the framework for measuring and responding to poverty acknowledge those groups being identified through research as being the most vulnerable and responses designed to redress poverty be targeted towards these groups.

Recommendation 4

That a national framework for measuring and responding to poverty include particular reference to child poverty.

To be effective, this will require the development of common definitions, data collection systems and complimentary policies at national and state levels.

Recommendation 5

That the Inquiry into Children's Health and Wellbeing identify indicators of child well being that can be incorporated into the framework for measuring child poverty.

Recommendation 6

That policy development at national and state levels focus on relationship factors between poverty and child abuse and neglect.

Recommendation 7

That research into the various relationship factors between poverty and child abuse and neglect be coordinated and inform the overall framework for measuring poverty, particularly child poverty.

Recommendation 8 

That a systematic data collection system be developed and implemented across Australia that has the capacity to determine and examine relationships between level of income, Government benefit and child abuse and neglect to inform the development of effective service responses at both national and state levels.

Recommendation 9 

That the policy of imposing financial penalties on poor families with dependent children be reviewed whilst research is undertaken to assess the impact of this policy on poor families with dependent children.   

Recommendation 10

That research be undertaken to examine the impact of welfare reform, particularly economic penalties, on poor families with dependent children and inform policy and services required to redress identified effects.

Recommendation 11

That an overarching policy framework be developed in relation to the design and delivery of prevention and early intervention service at both national and state levels to ensure a coordinated response to child abuse and neglect within local communities.

Recommendation 12

That the AIFS take a lead role in developing a research knowledge base in Australia in relation to the linkages between poverty, particularly child poverty, income support, welfare reform and child abuse and neglect.

Recommendation 13

That the Commonwealth Government develop and implement a national strategy to eliminate child poverty over time that is adequately resourced and well coordinated with states and territories.  

Attachment 1

Income Support and Child Abuse and Neglect - A Case Study

Helen is a sole parent pensioner with two children, she receives $340.60 (parenting payment) and $108.78 (family tax benefit) per fortnight, from which an average of 30% is deducted for housing costs and the remainder allocated to utilities (power, water and heating) and the cost of basic groceries.  After these basic needs have been met there are no funds remaining for discretionary expenditure of any kind.  Grocery shopping is a complex series of purchases of the lowest cost items from outlets which discount.  She worries the children don't eat enough vegetables but they are simply too expensive.  In reality she knows the kids are often hungry and that many times there are not the basic goods present in other homes such as shampoo, sunscreen and other personal items.

In addition to the constant struggle each day to provide food and shelter Helen has no means of addressing the many other support needs of the household such as, clothing, transport, health care, whitegoods, telecommunications (phones) household furnishings.  All of these are out of reach after the fortnights' expenditure and she has watched as the poverty of the household becomes more obvious in their surroundings.  Since the washing machine broke she has done all washing by hand and feels as if there is always evidence of the process everywhere.

She is aware that they are not able to afford and therefore the children miss out on entertainment, organised recreation, holidays or internet services.  She has watched the kids become adept at covering up for why they don’t do things the other kids do and worries about how they must feel.  She is grateful the children don’t ask for things, but feels bad when she realise how long it has been since she was able to buy an ice-cream after school or an item of clothing 'the other kids have'.

Her eldest daughter started high school this year and the estimated cost of standard school uniforms was $270.00, equipment was close to $50.00.  Although she tried to obtain second hand clothing and asked friends to assist with stationery, the hardest part was watching the other children celebrate the transition with new items and brand new clothes, as her daughter tried to reassure her she didn’t mind.  In the second week she brought home a list of items required for Home Economics and many of these were 'luxuries' not present in the family home, cheese, pizza bases, tomato paste.  She is not allowed to participate in the class without these items and so does 'bookwork' instead.  Her classmates celebrated starting at their new school by attending a film together, her daughter was unable to go.  Her son currently has only one pair of school shorts which he wears everyday and has so far received two detentions for being inappropriately dressed.  A friend suggested she talk to the school and advise that they are unable to purchase these items, yet.  She can’t bring herself to do this however because she fears something may be said that will embarrass the children.
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