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 1.  SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

R1: The development of a national strategy to combat poverty in Australia must directly involve a wide range of actors, not just the Commonwealth and State/Territory governments, and must ensure that specific targets and measures are developed for each region.

R2:  The Senate Community Affairs References Committee should, wherever possible, identify appropriate roles for state/territory governments in addressing poverty.  Particular attention should be paid to the role of state/territory governments as providers of cornerstone public services and as purchasers of essential community services provided by non-government organisations.

Tasmania ( low-income state

R3  Commonwealth labour market programs must be enhanced to address (a) the skills deficits apparent in long-term job seekers and job-poor communities, and (b) the other key elements of “job-readiness” that currently disadvantage long-term job seekers in their quest to re-enter the job market (e.g., confidence, access to transport, etc).

R4  The limited capacity of many long-term job seekers to re-enter the job market without significant incentives being provided to potential employers must be recognised and addressed.  Few other nations that have successfully addressed long-term unemployment issues have done so without providing significant wage subsidies to enable the employment of long-term job seekers, and it is essential that the Commonwealth look to similar programs ( especially as a means of creating work in public sector and non-government sector areas of high need.

R5  The Commonwealth must recognise that the current link between unemployment and poverty in Australia is a direct function of the inadequacy of income support payments.  All allowances should be brought up to the level of the pension and indexed to 25% of male average weekly earnings.

R6  The generally low level of income support payments for job seekers is compounded in its impact on poverty levels by the current (and prospective) approaches to breaching ( a deliberate policy of reducing bare subsistence income levels to an even lower level.  The Commonwealth should abandon its breaching policy, not simply in recognition that there are not jobs available for most job seekers but in recognition that the withdrawal of the means of basic subsistence is in direct contradiction to Article 25 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights.

R7  The Commonwealth, instead of resisting attempts by Australia’s trades union movement to establish a reasonable safety-net wage level, should work with unions and the Industrial Relations Commission in a concerted effort to determine and entrench a realistic basic wage that genuinely addresses the growing cost pressures on Australian households.

R8  The Tasmanian Government must develop, in conjunction with local government, business organisations, unions and the non-government sector, a comprehensive strategy to address long-term and whole-household unemployment in Tasmania.  Such a strategy must extend beyond the creation of jobs as such, and ensure that as many new jobs as possible are targeted at high-need households and communities.

R9  To this end, the Tasmanian Government should develop and support local job-creation enterprise groups that can harness the ideas and energies of local communities and maximise the resources available from government and other sources.

R10  Wage subsidies, already indirectly in place for private sector employers attracted to Tasmania (e.g., call centres), should also be directed to employers in the public and non-government sector to (a) create employment for long-term job seekers and (b) address important unmet need in key public and community services.

Tasmania ( high-cost state

R11  TasCOSS supports the ACOSS recommendation directed at the development of a comprehensive National Housing Strategy and, in particular, emphasises the importance of increasing the supply of public housing and the need to review the efficacy of Commonwealth Rent Assistance.  TasCOSS contends that both the Tasmanian and Commonwealth Governments have allowed a substantial reduction in the capacity of Tasmania’s public and community housing sectors and that both levels of government must now commit significant increases in funding to ensure that the poverty-alleviation function of social housing is re-established.

R12  Four areas of health care must be addressed as a matter of urgency as a means of addressing the health-related dimension of poverty in Tasmania:

a. steps must be taken to ensure that all households covered by Health Care Cards or equivalent have access to bulk-billing for GP consultations;

b. State and Commonwealth Governments must cooperate to significantly reduce waiting times currently faced by low-income Tasmanians in need of important surgical procedures;

c. Oral health services require urgent and substantial increases in funding to improve access generally for low-income households and specifically to reduce the current wait times that apply in most parts of Tasmania; and

d. The link between mental ill-health and poverty must be acknowledged by all governments with significantly increased allocations of resources to government and non-government support services.

R13  Additional resources should be devoted to explicit attempts to increase community capacity, especially in areas of demonstrable poverty.  The primary focus of these measures should be the creation/re-creation of informal and formal networks of support to families.

R14  Funding priorities to non-government service providers ( through State, Commonwealth and joint programs ( should be informed by an understanding of the support needs of low-income households, especially those experiencing long-term and/or whole-household unemployment.  Program goals should by mapped against, and accountable in terms of, state and regional strategies to alleviate poverty.

R15  Concessions, Commonwealth and State, should be provided to those most in need.  A single eligibility criterion should apply ( possession of a Commonwealth Health Care Card or Pensioner Concession Card ( and governments should resist attempts to dilute the impact of important concessions by extending coverage to higher income households.

R16  The Tasmanian Government should develop a single entry point process for all concessions, based on Service Tasmania offices, with presentation of HCC/PCC leading automatically to the provision of information on all concessions and assistance with application procedures.

2.  ABOUT TASCOSS

Mission

The mission of TasCOSS is to represent and uphold the interests of low income and disadvantaged people in Tasmania.

TasCOSS Values

· Equality of civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights and participation for all individuals and communities.

· The equal consideration of social, economic and environmental goals to improve community living standards for all in a fair and sustainable manner.

· The expertise and experience of people living on a low income and experiencing disadvantage, their communities and the sector organisations who work with them.

· Working with people affected by poverty and inequality in a consultative, collaborative and participatory way on issues which impact on their lives.

· Good governance and organisational management and the independent non-party political nature of the organisation.

Aims

TasCOSS as a peak council for the community welfare sector fulfils its mission by:

· Establishing effective representative structures;

· Consulting with low income and disadvantaged people and the sector;

· Providing strategic advice to government and other bodies through research and social policy development and analysis;

· Systemic advocacy to effect social change;

· Providing leadership in shaping community opinion;

· Supporting sector development; and

· Maintaining a well governed well managed and well resourced organisation.

TasCOSS’s membership includes a wide range of community service organisations from across Tasmania.  TasCOSS is recognised as the major peak body for welfare and related issues in Tasmania and is an independent member of the Council of Social Service network across Australia.

INTRODUCTION

Article 25 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights states that

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.

Australia and its governments must be judged against the standard laid down in this article.  It is our contention that Australia and its constituent governments at Commonwealth and State levels are failing to uphold this fundamental human right ― that a great many Australians do not have the standard of living referred to in Article 25.  We further contend that the Commonwealth Government, through its approach to social security payment levels and the restrictions that apply to access to those payments, is condemning many Australians to a life of poverty in a manner that can only be understood as a formal, coherent policy stance.  That is, poverty in Australia is not an externality effect of poorly constructed policy, but rather is the predictable, intentional impact of national policy itself.  We call upon the Senate Community Affairs References Committee to expose and illuminate the specific public policy frameworks that underpin poverty in Australia and to recommend alternative policy stances that will allow Australia to fulfill its fundamental human rights obligations.

TasCOSS acknowledges the importance of developing ways of measuring poverty that are statistically valid and reliable while also possessing a clarity and transparency that will permit all Australians to readily identify changes in poverty levels across time and between areas.  In this regard, we fully support the approach taken in the ACOSS submission to the development of validated deprivation indicators linked to an appropriate framework of poverty-related capabilities.  However we urge the Committee in its deliberations about the measurement of poverty in Australia to retain a focus on Article 25 ( to continually pose the question: “which Australians are denied this fundamental human right by no longer having the health, wellbeing and security referred to in the UN Charter?”.  We ask also that you refer to Article 22 of that same Charter:

Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international cooperation and in accordance with the organisation and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.

and pose the related question: “can we assert that the forms of social security support provided in Australia generate circumstances of dignity and the free development of personality?”  TasCOSS asserts that there is no dignity in poverty, nor the capacity for the free development of our citizens’ personalities.

The submission that follows seeks to provide a Tasmania-specific perspective on the issues identified in the ACOSS submission.  We commend the ACOSS analysis to the Committee and endorse the main recommendations.  That submission identified eight primary causes of poverty in Australia:

1. Joblessness

2. Low pay and insecure employment

3. Inadequate education, skills, and work experience

4. Inadequate, or no, social security entitlements

5. Being single, especially when supporting dependent children

6. Having a disability or illness

7. Limited assets, especially access to affordable housing or home ownership

8. Living in a severely disadvantaged community, especially an Indigenous community, public housing estate or regional centre in which poverty is persistent and concentrated.

The TasCOSS submission will make reference to most of these primary causes of poverty, seeking to identify the specifically Tasmanian dimensions that apply in each case.  In general, we contend that Tasmania differs from much of mainland Australia in three main respects:

· First, Tasmania is a low-income state, with levels of unemployment far above national levels, low rates of pay for many who are employed, high levels of part-time or casual employment, and a higher than average proportion of residents who are not part of the labour force because of age or disability.

· Second, Tasmania is a high-cost state in terms of the ‘basket’ of essential goods and services required by all households.  Food, energy, transport and other key elements of this ‘basket’ are demonstrably higher than in other states.  Even housing, once a cushioning factor in the overall picture of costs borne by Tasmanian households, is now on a par with all Australian urban centres other than Sydney and Melbourne.

· Third, Tasmania has a services system that fails to address the needs of low-income households.  Tasmania is the least-urbanised state in the Commonwealth, with particular challenges that arise from that character.  The retreat of governments ― at both Commonwealth and State levels ― from the provision of basic public services (public health, public housing, public transport, public education) has left Tasmanians without fundamentally important support systems, especially away from the larger urban centres.  Community services provided by the non-government sector are not able to address the poverty issues arising in Tasmania, especially those sourced to the impacts of long-term unemployment.  Again, rural and remote communities are especially poorly served.  Nor is there a coherent Tasmanian Government approach to the provision of concessions to assist low-income households.  While small improvements have been flagged, the overall system is arbitrary in its targeting and difficult to access for most low-income households.

Poverty in Tasmania arises at the intersection of these above issues.  It is the combination of low income, high costs and inadequate support systems that generate the kind of poverty that diminishes the lives of so many Tasmanian households, rather than the specific impact of any one factor.  Each of these key elements will be examined in more detail below.

The ACOSS submission recommends the development of a national strategy for combating poverty.  TasCOSS endorses this recommendation, but stresses the need for such a national strategy to identify the particular needs of regions within Australia.  The absence of any coherent plan to address poverty in Tasmania is readily apparent to TasCOSS member/constituent organisations in the community services sector, and continually frustrates and undermines the work that such organisations could contribute to the alleviation and eventual elimination of poverty in this state.

R1: The development of a national strategy to combat poverty in Australia must directly involve a wide range of actors, not just the Commonwealth and State/Territory governments, and must ensure that specific targets and measures are developed for each region.

It is acknowledged that the primary focus of the Senate Community Affairs References Committee will be on the role of the Commonwealth Government in addressing poverty and disadvantage.  However, the TasCOSS submission that follows will make frequent reference to the actual and prospective role of the Tasmanian Government.  We contend that state and territory governments have a crucially important role to play in addressing poverty, but that they have yet to acknowledge their responsibilities (or indeed their capacities) in this regard.  For too long, poverty has been seen as a problem of inadequate income, where the primary policy frameworks impacting on income levels are national in nature and therefore the responsibility of national governments.  TasCOSS asserts that the provision of cornerstone public services (health, housing, education, etc) and the appropriate funding and management of community services represent equally important factors in poverty alleviation.  The Tasmanian Government has a vitally important role to play in the development and implementation of a comprehensive approach to the large and growing poverty phenomenon in Tasmania.

R2:  The Senate Community Affairs References Committee should, wherever possible, identify appropriate roles for state/territory governments in addressing poverty.  Particular attention should be paid to the role of state/territory governments as providers of cornerstone public services and as purchasers of essential community services provided by non-government organisations.

TASMANIA ― LOW INCOME STATE

There are four main dimensions of Tasmania’s low-income character.  They are high levels of unemployment; high levels of underemployment; low wage rates among employed Tasmanians; and high numbers of households dependent on social security because of age, disability or sole parenthood.

Tasmania’s current trend unemployment level of 9.2% (ABS February figures) means that the gap between Tasmania and the national level has increased to 3.2%, having varied between 2 and 2.5% for much of the past two years.  DEWR figures on long-term unemployment reveal that whereas the national proportion of unemployed people who have been seeking work for more than three years is 24%, in Tasmania that figure is 34.4%.

It is true that there are also variations between the mainland states on each of these two measures, but those differences are minor compared to the widening gulf between Tasmania and other states.  Whereas Tasmania was once characterised as part of a ‘rust-belt’ threesome (along with Victoria and South Australia), it is now on its own in this respect.  Employment growth in those other states has left them equal to, or better than, the national averages.  While employment growth in Tasmania has shown steady recent growth, with prospects of further growth in the coming year, the reality in relation to poverty is that relatively few of the jobs being created are reaching the long-term unemployed or the whole-household unemployed.  While the ABS figures on employment have moved in encouraging fashion, the parallel Centrelink figures on those dependent on Newstart allowance have remained stubbornly resilient, rarely dropping below the 20,000 mark.

The link between unemployment and poverty is a complex one that is particularly responsive to the public policy settings of national governments.  Saunders
 makes the very important point that unemployment does not necessarily equate with poverty.  He shows that historically the two concepts did not always overlap in Australia and that there are currently huge differences between countries in the impacts of unemployment on poverty levels.  We commend to the Committee the analysis provided by Saunders and in particular his comparison of the US and Finland as exemplars of policy frameworks that link (US) and separate (Finland) the role of unemployment in driving poverty.

Saunders’ careful study demonstrates that two key changes have occurred in Australia such that unemployment is now much more likely to be a significant determinant of poverty.  First, the duration of unemployment is lengthened.  Whereas in the 1970s, Australians who were unemployed remained out of work for relatively short periods, it is now the case that Australians ― especially Tasmanians ― are likely to be without work for at least twelve months.  Second, while it was once the case in Australia that only one member of a household would be without work, it is increasingly common that both/all adult members of Tasmanian households are without work.

In Tasmania, the higher levels of unemployment combine with the narrow structural base of employment in such a way that long-term unemployment and whole-household unemployment have become an increasingly dominant driver of poverty.

Responsibility for addressing unemployment must be shared by all levels of government, the business community and the non-government sector.  All have contributions to make to the lessening of unemployment and, very importantly, to the lessening of the impact of unemployment as a driver of poverty.

At the Commonwealth level, a number of steps are necessary:

R3  Commonwealth labour market programs must be enhanced to address (a) the skills deficits apparent in long-term job seekers and job-poor communities, and (b) the other key elements of “job-readiness” that currently disadvantage long-term job seekers in their quest to re-enter the job market (e.g., confidence, access to transport, etc).

R4  The limited capacity of many long-term job seekers to re-enter the job market without significant incentives being provided to potential employers must be recognised and addressed.  Few other nations that have successfully addressed long-term unemployment issues have done so without providing significant wage subsidies to enable the employment of long-term job seekers, and it is essential that the Commonwealth look to similar programs ( especially as a means of creating work in public sector and non-government sector areas of high need.

R5  The Commonwealth must recognise that the current link between unemployment and poverty in Australia is a direct function of the inadequacy of income support payments.  All allowances should be brought up to the level of the pension and indexed to 25% of male average weekly earnings.

R6  The generally low level of income support payments for job seekers is compounded in its impact on poverty levels by the current (and prospective) approaches to breaching ( a deliberate policy of reducing bare subsistence income levels to an even lower level.  The Commonwealth should abandon its breaching policy, not simply in recognition that there are not jobs available for most job seekers but in recognition that the withdrawal of the means of basic subsistence is in direct contradiction to Article 25 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights.

R7  The Commonwealth, instead of resisting attempts by Australia’s trades union movement to establish a reasonable safety-net wage level, should work with unions and the Industrial Relations Commission in a concerted effort to determine and entrench a realistic basic wage that genuinely addresses the growing cost pressures on Australian households.

The Tasmanian Government, too, has a crucially important role to play in addressing the impact of long-term unemployment:

R8  The Tasmanian Government must develop, in conjunction with local government, business organisations, unions and the non-government sector, a comprehensive strategy to address long-term and whole-household unemployment in Tasmania.  Such a strategy must extend beyond the creation of jobs as such, and ensure that as many new jobs as possible are targeted at high-need households and communities.

R9  To this end, the Tasmanian Government should develop and support local job-creation enterprise groups that can harness the ideas and energies of local communities and maximise the resources available from government and other sources.

R10  Wage subsidies, already indirectly in place for private sector employers attracted to Tasmania (e.g., call centres), should also be directed to employers in the public and non-government sector to (a) create employment for long-term job seekers and (b) address important unmet need in key public and community services.

TASMANIA ― HIGH COST STATE

For those Tasmanians on low incomes, especially those dependent on below-poverty-line Centrelink benefits, changes to the cost structure of essential goods and services become crucially important.  The most important work on this subject has been completed by Anglicare Tasmania’s Social Action Research Centre, culminating in a series of publications that detail the intersection of low incomes and high costs as creating “paupers in paradise”.

We commend Anglicare Tasmania’s submission to the Committee, and the recommendations made in that submission.  On the issue of costs, TasCOSS has little to add to the analysis offered in the Anglicare Tasmania submission (and the other Anglicare Tasmania reports sourced in that submission).  We draw the Committee’s attention to the 2002 report on cost pressures
 which details the burdens faced by low-income Tasmanian households with respect to grocery, power and fuel costs relative to other states, and the ongoing Anglicare research on the diminishing access of Tasmanians to General Practitioners who are prepared to bulk-bill.

It is vital that the Committee recognise that Tasmanian low-income households no longer enjoy any comparative advantage with respect to housing costs.  It is true that for much of the past two decades “after housing costs” indicators favoured Tasmanian households, especially those who had been able to access home ownership.  This pattern has changed dramatically in recent years, especially in the main cities of Hobart and Launceston.  While housing affordability levels for prospective first-home owners are still high compared to Sydney or Melbourne, comparisons with other mainland cities and regional centres indicate that Tasmanian consumers are facing similar difficulties.  Again, the particular character of the Tasmanian job market ― with fewer prospects, lower pay rates, and less security ― leaves access to housing finance a risky proposition for lender and borrower alike.

For renters, the changes in Tasmania’s housing markets have been disastrous for low-income households.  Vacancy rates are at all-time low levels and rents are now at prohibitive levels.  Waiting lists for public housing have grown by 70% in just two years, and the stresses caused by housing costs are identified by TasCOSS constituent agencies as a major contributing factor in generating poverty in Tasmania.
Tasmanian low-income households are thus doubly disadvantaged: on the one hand, the stagnant and low-wage Tasmanian job market offers few opportunities for an escape from poverty via full-time employment; on the other hand, these households are forced to bear higher costs of essential goods and services.  There are, however, important steps that governments can take to address the underlying cost structures of these essential goods and services:

R11  TasCOSS supports the ACOSS recommendation directed at the development of a comprehensive National Housing Strategy and, in particular, emphasises the importance of increasing the supply of public housing and the need to review the efficacy of Commonwealth Rent Assistance.  TasCOSS contends that both the Tasmanian and Commonwealth Governments have allowed a substantial reduction in the capacity of Tasmania’s public and community housing sectors and that both levels of government must now commit significant increases in funding to ensure that the poverty-alleviation function of social housing is re-established.

R12  Four areas of health care must be addressed as a matter of urgency as a means of addressing the health-related dimension of poverty in Tasmania:

e. steps must be taken to ensure that all low-income households (working poor as well as those covered by Health Care Cards or equivalent) have access to bulk-billing for GP consultations;

f. State and Commonwealth Governments must cooperate to significantly reduce waiting times currently faced by low-income Tasmanians in need of important surgical procedures;

g. Oral health services require urgent and substantial increases in funding to improve access generally for low-income households and specifically to reduce the current wait times that apply in most parts of Tasmania; and

h. The link between mental ill-health and poverty must be acknowledged by all governments with significantly increased allocations of resources to government and non-government support services.

TASMANIA ― SERVICE SYSTEM FAILURE

The third element in the poverty equation is the extent to which systems of support/service provision are able to ameliorate the impacts of inadequate household income and high cost structures for essential goods and services.  TasCOSS contends that neither the informal systems of support ( family, neighbourhood, church community, etc ( nor the formal service systems based on government and non-government agencies are currently able to address the growing poverty issue in Tasmania.

As with most other western communities, informal support systems in Tasmania are degrading because of changes in household-formation patterns, urbanisation trends, and the increasing mobility of the population.  The disproportionately high levels of unemployment in Tasmania combine with higher median age levels and higher levels of disability to simultaneously increase demand on support systems and weaken those same systems.  While Tasmania is the least urbanised state in the Commonwealth, its character as a state of small towns rather than cities is changing as a result of industry restructuring.  It has always been the case, of course, that employment prospects were greater in the larger centres, but this trend has dramatically intensified in recent years, with predictable impacts on extended family networks as younger family members leave their town/region for the cities.  Put simply, the greater the pressure on job-seekers to take whatever work is available, the more likely it is that those job-seekers will move away from the area where they currently have access to informal support systems.  That pressure comes, in the current climate, from the absence of jobs in a stagnant Tasmanian job market, and from Commonwealth Government policies relating to “welfare reform”.

At a community level, we have witnessed a transition from relatively informal systems of support based on local organisations/networks (e.g., church-based charitable groups, service clubs, etc) to more formalised structures that are dependent on grant funding from government sources.  In many smaller centres, this transition has meant the loss of valued structures, and a greater reliance on services that may in some instances only be accessed from larger, more distant centres.

For low-income households, the most important elements of the formal services system have been the public provision of essential ‘cornerstone’ requirements ( public health, public housing, public transport and public education.  In each of these areas, accessibility and cost issues have arisen to reduce the value of such services to low-income households.  Increasingly, such households are finding they must compete as consumers for scarce and expensive goods and services, no longer able to rely on any meaningful entitlement to public provision.

Thus, wait times for important medical procedures are extraordinarily long for low-income households unable to afford private insurance or care, especially in some key areas such as oral health.  Demand for public housing in Tasmania has grown by 70% in just two years, with fewer resources being made available (in real terms) to providers of public and community housing.  The costs of school education now represent significant barriers to participation/attainment levels, where once such costs were a negligible component of household budgets.

The very real growth that has occurred in support systems in recent years has been in services provided by non-government organisations.  Much of this apparent growth, however, has in fact been an ‘outsourcing’ of services that had once been ‘mainstream’ government-provided services (e.g., disability services, job-placement services), while others have reflected changes to demographic patterns (e.g., ageing) without addressing the complex needs of low-income households.  Specifically, there has been no real growth in services for families isolated from communities by the impacts of poverty.  Family support services and generalist community-capacity building services are still very much the poor relation of community services funding.

Regular surveys of unmet need levels, and the resulting pressures on community service organisation (e.g., ACOSS Australians Living on the Edge Survey findings) demonstrate that the non-government sector is unable to address the level and complexity of need arising in our communities.  In a state such as Tasmania, with labour market and demographic characteristics that drive up poverty levels, this trend is even more evident.  Non-government organisations are doing more with less, finding efficiencies wherever possible, but still failing to confront the needs they identify in their respective client populations.  Worse, it has become clear to TasCOSS ( as the peak community welfare organisation in Tasmania ( that our community service organisations are now so focused on the day-to-day provision of contracted services that they are less able to engage in forms of cross-sectoral support (to peer organisations), in forms of systemic advocacy on policy issues, and in forms of overtly political action to highlight government inaction.  That is, the poverty-driven stresses on service systems in the non-government sector have led not to a louder clamour for public interventions but instead to a more inward-looking focus on organisations’ own resources and priorities.  The Committee should be sensitive to this mismatch between the underlying level of concern about poverty issues and the expression of that concern by non-government service providers.

The other key element of the formal support system to low-income households in Australia is the array of concessions made available by Commonwealth and State governments.  These concessions are crucially important supports, and relatively small changes in the nature, level or accessibility of such concessions can have profound impacts on the extent to which low incomes translate into poverty.  Tasmania has a range of valuable concessions offered by the Tasmanian Government, but the overall system of concessions is incoherent and arbitrary, with a distinct bias in favour of pension recipients as opposed to recipients of Newstart, Youth Allowance and Austudy.  Different eligibility criteria apply to different concessions and take-up rates range from 40% to 60% of those eligible, strongly suggesting difficulties in understanding and/or accessing assistance.

TasCOSS is concerned that attempts by the Commonwealth Government to extend access to Commonwealth concessions (e.g., pharmaceutical benefits) for a wider population (e.g., non-pensioner seniors) without first ensuring that there is appropriate targeting of assistance to those most in need.  In particular, we are concerned about efforts to pressure state governments into extending the reach of their own concessions without appropriate financial support.  TasCOSS has, on a number of occasions, advocated the use of a single eligibility criterion for all Commonwealth and State concessions ( Health Care Card or equivalent ( to ensure that assistance is appropriately targeted.  We also contend that state governments have a vitally important role to play in coordinating the process whereby low-income households gain access to concessions, and advocate the use of a one-stop-shop approach where presentation of a current Health Care Card will lead to the provision of full information about concessions on offer.

R13  Additional resources should be devoted to explicit attempts to increase community capacity, especially in areas of demonstrable poverty.  The primary focus of these measures should be the creation/re-creation of informal and formal networks of support to families.

R14  Funding priorities to non-government service providers ( through State, Commonwealth and joint programs ( should be informed by an understanding of the support needs of low-income households, especially those experiencing long-term and/or whole-household unemployment.  Program goals should by mapped against, and accountable in terms of, state and regional strategies to alleviate poverty.

R15  Concessions, Commonwealth and State, should be provided to those most in need.  A single eligibility criterion should apply ( possession of a Commonwealth Health Care Card or Pensioner Concession Card ( and governments should resist attempts to dilute the impact of important concessions by extending coverage to higher income households.

R16  The Tasmanian Government should develop a single entry point process for all concessions, based on Service Tasmania offices, with presentation of HCC/PCC leading automatically to the provision of information on all concessions and assistance with application procedures.

CONCLUSION

At the outset, we asserted that poverty in Tasmania needs to be understood as the intersection of three related dimensions: low income, high costs of essential goods and services, and inadequate access to systems of formal and informal support.  The presence of no one dimension in the lives of an individual or household or community will necessarily generate the deprivation that we identify as poverty.  We acknowledge that many Tasmanians on very low incomes are able to live with reasonable material comfort and to participate fully in the social, cultural and civic structures of their community.  These Tasmanians are fortunate in being able to access vital support systems, usually informal ones based on family, friends and community.

However we contend that fewer and fewer Tasmanians are able to access such support.  Increasingly, they are forced to confront the high and growing costs of survival with lower real incomes and with only inadequate support from families, communities, non-government agencies or governments.  As a result, they are deprived of the right to basic material comfort and security and are prevented from fully participating as citizens.  The entrenchment of poverty as an inter-generational characteristic of families and as a geographical characteristic of whole communities means that the human and economic costs of this deprivation continue to grow in quantum and in complexity.

TasCOSS member organisations are daily confronting the “presenting problems” of poverty in Tasmania ( drug and alcohol issues, family support issues, child protection issues, mental health issues, correctional justice issues, and more.  Even in economic terms, the costs associated with failing to address the underlying poverty dimensions of these issues will far outweigh those incurred if our recommendations (and those of ACOSS at a national level) are acted upon.  We congratulate the Committee for developing the reference that mandates this Inquiry.  We are confident that the Inquiry will make an important contribution to debate and policy development on poverty issues in Australia.

……………………………………
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