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INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

INTRODUCTION

Since its inception within the slums of London in the nineteenth century, The Salvation Army has sought to bring both physical and spiritual relief to those who live in poverty. When referring to poverty in Australia, it is not in absolute terms (which involves a threat to survival).  Rather, it denotes people or groups who “have insufficient income, wealth and other social resources, and access to services and amenities, to participate fully in the customary life of society (ACOSS, 2002:p.119)”.

Poverty alleviation is a fundamental goal of The Salvation Army, which is reflected in our policies, practices, and reputation.  Much of our work is done at the coalface of poverty; the local welfare office, the homeless youth drop-in centre, the drug and alcohol recovery centre, and of course the street – whenever and wherever the need arises.  Such experience places The Salvation Army in an authoritative position to add comment and provide recommendations, and we welcome the opportunity to do so through this submission for the Inquiry into poverty in Australia.

By any measure or statistical analysis, poverty has become a problem which needs to be addressed both in the short and long-term.  Figures from ACOSS (Australian Council of Social Services) suggest that there are between 1.7 and 2.4 million, or 8-12%, of Australians living in poverty.  Our founder, William Booth, referred to this group as “The Submerged Tenth”.  Booth, along with his wife Catherine, revolutionised social welfare practices within the slums of London.  Booth’s manifesto, In Darkest England and the Way Out, today forms the basis of The Salvation Army’s social services both practically and ideologically.

THE NEW WAVE OF IMPOVERISHED  

Those living in poverty are no longer limited to the overt alcoholic living in a bus shelter or the beggar on the street corner.  The very nature of poverty, and how it is expressed, is undergoing change.  We are now seeing a new wave of covert impoverished; the sole parent, the long-term unemployed, and the student.  Such developments hint at the need for legislative attention to arrest this disturbing trend.  Accordingly, much of this submission will focus on these increasingly prevalent forms of poverty, and the associated recommendations designed to negate its prevalence in contemporary society.  

In the past 25 years, Australian society, and traditional family values, has changed markedly. This has lead to a steep increase in the rate of divorce, whilst also placing a greater emphasis on a university education.  As a result, the sole parent, the long-term unemployed, and the student, are categorisations that would barely have existed in such numbers 25 years ago.  We now live in a society where high proportions of families are sole parent families, long-term unemployment figures are stubbornly high, and university attendance is at unparalleled levels.  Whilst these groups are struggling financially, other areas of society are prospering.  ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) figures reveal that in the year 2000, the bottom 20% of all households received only 3.8% of the total gross income, whilst the top 20% of households received 48.5%.  The gap between the rich and the poor is expanding, leading to a decidedly unbalanced distribution of wealth.  Recent surges in the property market have only served to exacerbate the problem, with the purchase of a family home becoming increasingly difficult.  As a result, the rental market is booming (along with rent), and landlords are purchasing more homes and increasing their wealth base at the expense of the new home purchaser, who finds him/herself trapped in the rental market.

CENTRELINK, BREACHING, AND THE WELFARE COMMUNITY

As part of the Job Network through Employment Plus, The Salvation Army is familiar with current trends in the welfare sector.  It has become increasingly apparent, both through observation and research, that the relationship between the commonwealth welfare provider Centrelink, and the welfare recipient, has deteriorated to the extent that it has become plainly adversarial.  Upon questioning a number of Centrelink customers a variety of responses were offered.

The comments included:

· “The customer service staff make us feel as if we are taking money out of their own pockets”.

· “We are treated as if we are all ‘Dole Bludgers’”.

· “What we receive is nowhere near enough to cover the needs of all my family”.

  Also of great concern to Centrelink customers are the high incidence of “breaching” (that being in breach of your Centrelink obligations, eg. non attendance of scheduled interviews and/or work for the dole, failing to accept a job offer, and failing to provide adequate documentation such as forms).  A first and second breach notice will result in a reduction of benefits for a set period of time, whilst the third will result in the complete loss of benefit for 8 weeks.  The Salvation Army found that of people who appealed to it for emergency assistance because they had been breached:

· 84% said that they were unable to afford food and/or medication as a result.

· 63% said they were unable to pay gas, electricity, water, and/or phone bills.

· 17% indicated that they had become homeless as a result of being breached.

· 11% said they resorted to crime to make up for the money lost as a result of being breached.

So an established link exists between breaching (excessive or otherwise) and characteristics of poverty.  But to what extent can Centrelink, our government, be held accountable for the living conditions and actions of its breached clients?  What should its response be?

Centrelink has made a raft of amendments in an attempt to address the issues to which so many are currently beset.  They include reducing the initial penalty for a breach as well as setting in place a number of initiatives to assist and direct those prescribed as “at risk”, namely intervention options such as Social Workers, Psychologists, Disability Officers, and Indigenous Service Officers.  In the case of a breach, a program has been implemented whereby job seekers can “earn” back their entitlements through an agreed activity, such as work for the dole.  Ultimately, Centrelink aims to ensure that job seekers have a better understanding of their obligations.  According to Centrelink figures, such initiatives have resulted in a 30% reduction in breaching notices in the 2001-02 financial year.  All these initiatives are of use, but unfortunately the core issue is not being addressed – that the basic unemployment benefit is simply not enough.

HENDERSON’S POVERTY LINE  

The generally accepted measure of poverty in Australia is the Henderson poverty line, established by Professor Ronald Henderson.  This measure is of importance to all organisations involved in social welfare, as it clearly distinguishes those who are below, and who are at risk of falling below the poverty line.  Resources can then be applied, according to the area of need.

The Henderson poverty line shows:

· The number of people below the poverty line

· The poverty gap – how far incomes are below the poverty line

· Which locations have high rates

· What the changes are over time and for whom.

(Taylor, 2002)

  Henderson’s poverty line has been used extensively by both government and non-government organisations as an accurate measure of poverty for over 25 years.  In 1975, the then Federal Labor government used Henderson’s poverty line in its Poverty Report, which for the first time catalogued the disturbingly high rate of poverty among Australian’s.  Professor Henderson said of poverty, “If poverty is seen as a result of structural inequality within society, any serious attempt to eliminate poverty must seek to change those conditions which produce it.  Although individual members of society are reluctant to accept responsibility for the existence of poverty, its continuance is a judgement on the society which condones the conditions causing poverty”.  

THE RISE AND SUBJUGATION OF THE SOLE PARENT

The gradual erosion and breakdown of the nuclear family has seen the development and establishment of sole parent families.  The Salvation Army regrets this shift from the traditional family unit, but is ever conscious of the importance of recognising the changing needs of these families.

Figures obtained from Monash University’s centre for Population and Urban Research has shown that sole parents have a disturbingly high rate of poverty.  In 1996, 84% of sole parents (almost all of whom are women) were below Henderson’s poverty line.  Whilst the sole parent benefit is low, it is not enough to simply blame the sole parent pension as being inadequate.  Sole parents are missing out on other streams of income due to their inability to find suitable employment, as well as the high cost of child care which, in many cases, does not make employment financially viable.  Of equal concern is the fact that only 42% of non-custodial parents are paying maintenance.  

Sole parents are increasingly turning to family members for support.  The Australian Institute of Family Studies research suggests that relatives play a crucial role in supporting the sole parent family, with some 82% receiving help with babysitting and childcare.

The contemporary sole parent is being pushed into a scenario (usually split between both parents), whereby they must deal with a number of expectations; the societal expectation and the desire of the mother (the vast majority of custodial parents) to spend time with her children, and the expectation of being the “bread winner” for the family.  Neither of which is seemingly possible in today’s labour market.

The barriers that Australian sole parents face are reflected in figures obtained from an OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) survey of labour market participation of sole parents.  Of the 20 OECD countries surveyed, Australia registered the lowest employment rates of mothers with children under six, and the lowest employment rates of sole parents overall.

The Salvation Army supports a more equitable balance for the commitments and obligations of sole parents, as parents, family members, and employees.  Legislation and effective policy is potentially the driving force behind breaking the poverty cycle, and reaching an ideal that integrates the workplace and the family.

To ease the burden on the sole parent and to secure the family unit, The Salvation Army recommends:

· The establishment of “family friendly” workplaces and the availability of on-site childcare services: 

Such initiatives are an alternative to the sole parent being unable to participate in the labour market.  Potentially, government could provide incentives to organisations to provide such facilities.

· Maternity leave provisions:

Australia is now at the bottom of all OECD countries in terms of maternity leave provided to new mothers, and is one of only 2 OECD countries (out of 120) that does not have a paid maternity leave scheme.  

· Flexible working conditions:

Upon resumption of work an option of returning part-time, as well as having parental leave options, should be available in addition to maternity leave where necessary for an initial twelve-month period.  This would allow a smooth transition back to the work force, whilst also accommodating the needs of the child.

THE LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED

One of the more disadvantaged and socially isolated groups in Australia is the long-term unemployed.  In contrast to the drop in Australia’s unemployment rate, the long-term unemployment rate has remained stubbornly high.  A single unemployed person receiving the unemployment benefit is 21% below Henderson’s poverty line (ACOSS, 2001).  Effective employment assistance policies are vital in order to identify the barriers that are preventing access to the labour market and to improve the job prospects of the long-term unemployed.

Many ideas have been put forward in order to explain the underlying reasons behind long-term unemployment:

· The existence of economic disincentives to move from the unemployment benefit.

· A shift in the labour market due to automation has resulted in a lack of demand for low-skilled labour.

· Limited work experience and education, particularly in the area of reading and writing skills (especially in migrants), has proven to be a barrier due to the proliferation of qualified and professional individuals in the job market.

· The experience of long-term unemployment has had the effect of sapping the confidence and skills of the job seeker, thus reducing their employability and placing them on the long-term unemployment cycle.

In Australia there are currently 385 000 people who have been unemployed for a period of twelve months (ACOSS, 2001).  This figure does not take into account the thousands more who work only a few hours a week, and are excluded from ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics) data.

It would seem obvious that the current initiatives offered by the government to combat long-term unemployment, such as work for the dole, are failing.  The mismatch between the skills and experience of the long-term unemployed, as well as the needs of employers, underlines the need for an overhaul of the current system.  The level of funding provided by government has not been sufficient to boost the skills of the long-term unemployed and has failed to provide adequate work experience in real jobs.

There are a number of recommendations that The Salvation Army has to offer in order to reduce the incidence and prevalence of long-term unemployment.

· Networking:

More interaction between potential employers and Centrelink.  The strengths and shortcomings of the current system can be discussed and reviewed, whilst potential policy can be raised and dissected.

· Enhanced Employability:

Training assistance for the long-term unemployed including the upgrading of reading and writing skills, numeracy skills, as well as general communication skills.

· Job Matching:

Improved utilisation of available resources for the long-term unemployed, such as job matching and career counselling.

· Making the long-term unemployed “economically attractive”:

Government to provide incentives for the employment of the long-term unemployed, such as wage subsidies.

· Ensuring that the long-term unemployed are “job ready”:

Relevant work experience to be provided as well as relocation assistance, where necessary.

Many of these recommendations are by no means new, but owing to their lack of success it is imperative that they be revised and relaunched in order to extract the best possible outcome for the job seeker.

THE IMPOVERISHED STUDENT
As the demand for a tertiary education increases, universities across the country are beginning to swell to unprecedented levels.  In the last decade alone, student numbers have increased by some 60% (Bessant, 2001).

The contemporary student undeniably faces a heavy financial burden in the pursuit of a university education.  The Whitlam inspired days of a free university degree are long gone, and have been replaced by a system which leaves many students lingering well below the poverty line. Whilst HECS (Higher Education Contribution Scheme) fees are a substantial amount, they are offset by the ability to defer payment until the student has entered the workforce.  Despite this, many students still find the financial realities of a university education to be an immovable barrier.

According to ACOSS figures, the single adult student fares by far the worst in terms of their benefit, with the student falling up to 37% below Henderson’s poverty line (ACOSS, 2001).  This however, is assuming Youth Allowance can be accessed, with the student’s independence being means tested, along with the relative wealth of their parents.  It has been speculated that the vast majority of university dropouts occur as a result of financial pressure.  Apart from HECS fees, there are textbook expenses, transportation costs to and from university, rent, not to mention everyday essentials such as food.  As a result, students find themselves in a position where they have to work long hours to attend university, but are unable to study because they have to work.  Such a scenario is plainly unworkable.

There is irrefutable evidence that economic hardship is having a major effect on the day to day lives of students.  Poor academic performance, regular absence from lectures and tutorials, withdrawal from study, inability to purchase study essentials such as text books, and stress are all symptoms of the impoverished student.

The reticence of government in providing adequate funding for students is perplexing given that a tertiary education is actively encouraged and promoted by government.  The Salvation Army has formulated a number of recommendations that we believe will ease the current hardships that many students face.

· Increase the Youth Allowance:

Given the direct correlation between financial hardship and decreased academic standards/attendance, an increase in the benefit which is currently 37% below the poverty line would be in order.

· Allow easier access to the Youth Allowance:

Eligibility criteria for financial assistance should be reviewed, particularly for students coming into tertiary study directly from secondary school.

· A “start-up” scheme:

This would be a benefit made available at the start of each semester in recognition of the high costs associated with purchasing textbooks etc.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL RESEARCH

The importance of thorough research in setting policy is not to be underplayed.  Successful and effective policy and legislation is almost always prefaced by an extended period of timely and relevant research.  Social organisations, charities, and churches, should all be encouraged to participate in social research, as well as to utilise existing government data in their welfare programs.

A systematic approach to research should be taken, similar to the one set out below.

· Problem identification

· Recognition of Stakeholders (Who potentially will be involved in obtaining a successful outcome, eg. Government agencies, local councils, the individual etc).

· Research

· Consultation and testing (pilot)

· Implementation

Policies and/or legislation that lack thorough research risk failure.  Policies which are aimed at a perceived weakness, rather than a weakness which has been identified and isolated by systematic research will, in all likelihood be ineffective, inefficient, and costly.

CONCLUSION

So what can be done to change the conditions which cause poverty?  The answer lies in changing the conditions that allow poverty to exist.  The current welfare system is not meeting its mandate and an overhaul of the system is urgently needed. This is shown by the fact that many of those receiving benefits are living under the poverty line, headlined by the single adult student who is 37% below the poverty line according to Professor Henderson’s established measure.  In addition to this, a public relations campaign is needed to enhance the image of Centrelink in the community.

The Salvation Army is committed to eradicating the scourge of poverty, and would welcome the opportunity to work together with the relevant authorities to address this issue.
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