SENATE COMMUNITY AFFAIRS REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

INTRODUCTION

The Cranbourne Information and Support Service (CISS) is a community based information and referral service situated in Cranbourne, Victoria and servicing the southern suburbs of the City of Casey.  It was established in 1979 and was formerly known as the Cranbourne Shire Citizens Advice Bureau.  CISS is a member agency of Community Information Victoria (CIVic), the peak body for Community Information Centres and Citizens Advice Bureaus in Victoria.

A Committee of Management consisting of voluntary staff members and representatives of the local community manages the centre.  The centre is staffed by trained volunteers who offer services including information, referral, crisis intervention, budget counselling, negotiation, advocacy, a share accommodation register, tax help, a volunteer register, a volunteer training program, and a No Interest Loans Scheme (NILS).  Currently, between 500 and 600 people access the service each month, primarily for crisis intervention (including emergency relief) and counselling services.  With the population of the City of Casey increasing at the rate of approximately 170 people per week, it is expected that the demand on our service will also increase.

CISS has three paid staff members - two counsellors who job-share a 38 hours a week position, and a co-ordinator who is employed 38 hours a week.  There is also a financial counsellor co-located in the offices three days a week; and a public tenancy worker and a solicitor who provide outreach services from the centre one day a week.  Currently, CISS has 20 active volunteer staff members.

The service offered by CISS is available to all members of the local community and is free, confidential, impartial, independent, and respects the client’s right to decide.

CISS has a number of key relationships with government departments and other organisations, both in terms of funding and service delivery.  Of particular importance is CISS’ relationship with the City of Casey.  As we provide services to people living, working or studying within the City of Casey, this local government body (across many of its departments) provides the bulk of our funding, our building and, importantly, a great deal of support for the work we do.  

The federal Department of Family & Community Services (FaCS) provides some funding for our emergency relief services, as does the state Department of Justice also through the Dandenong Magistrate’s Court.  

CISS also has important relationships with key referring agencies.  While many of clients walk in off the street or hear about us from friends and family, the majority are referred by agencies as varied as church groups, doctors, neighbourhood houses, legal services, employment agencies, and schools.  However, our primary referring bodies are other welfare agencies in the region – the Salvation Army and the St Vincent de Paul Society – and Centrelink.

We have a commitment to providing good quality services, and that is indicated by the number of professionals who access our service not only for their clients, but also for their own information.

OBSERVATIONS OF POVERTY AND HARDSHIP IN CASEY SOUTH

It is my belief that this Inquiry will receive many submissions from large organisations such as the Brotherhood of St Laurence, the Smith Family, VCOSS and ACOSS who are far better positioned to provide specific details and discussion regarding poverty than CISS is.  I will attempt therefore to focus on some of the issues that we see people facing in our community.

Each working day approximately 8-14 individuals and families come to us for crisis intervention services.  While this invariably includes the provision of emergency relief (food, food vouchers, chemist vouchers, petrol vouchers, baby formula, nappies and other baby goods, and Met tickets) the service the client receives from the volunteer community information worker also includes advocacy and negotiation, supportive listening, mediated access to information, and referrals to specialist support services.  

While the majority of people who access our service are receiving Centrelink benefits of some type (generally Newstart, Parenting Payment, Family Tax Benefit or Disability Support Pension), we also have a large number of people who are in fulltime, part-time or casual positions.  These people (the “working poor”) often receive low wages and many rely on overtime payments, when available, to see them through.  When overtime ceases or jobs are lost, budgets can be thrown into chaos, and families often then seek support through services such as ours.  People receiving low wages but no Centrelink benefits often don’t qualify for a Health Care Card and so have to pay full price for prescriptions, utility bills, car registration, etc.   Similarly, people may be surviving as best they can on limited incomes, but a crisis such as a car or household appliance breaking down, or an increase in medical costs, can again throw a carefully planned budget into chaos.

The financial counsellor based at our organisation three days a week is the only one in the area and is so overwhelmed by the complex cases involving families losing their homes due to ever-increasing debt and never-increasing income, and the demand for bankruptcies, that for the first time a waiting list has been instituted (it is already almost four weeks long).

Some of the issues our clients talk to us about include -

1. Less availability of bulkbilling medical practitioners – some clients literally have to “toss up” whether they can afford to firstly go to the doctor, and then secondly pay for the medication prescribed.

2. The cost of sending children to school - this is expensive for many families when taken as an extra cost, and as a percentage of their income.  In some cases, parents have estimated the cost of sending one child to a local government primary school as being around the $500 mark, including shoes, uniforms, fees, a bag and other sundry expenses.  For a local government secondary school, the costs can soar to double that figure.  Obviously those costs increase again with additional children.  The Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) comes nowhere near meeting those expenses, and usually only gets paid in April anyway leaving parents with lump sum costs at the beginning of the year.  There are also ongoing costs for camps and excursions that parents are loath to let their children miss out on for fear it will disadvantage them.  Children are often not encouraged, or indeed able, to complete a full cycle of secondary, let alone tertiary education – a situation that can lead to inter-generational low levels of education and employability.

3. Increased food and utility expenses with no, or inadequate, corresponding increase in government or other incomes – we negotiate in many cases where people have come close to having electricity, gas or water disconnected, or where they have already been disconnected.  

4. The feeling of being on a “treadmill” – a cycle of overdue bills, and just scraping by that leads to stress, ill health, relationship breakdowns, and family problems.

We receive just under $11,000 from FaCS to fund our emergency relief program, and yet the demand is such that we are spending nearly $3000 each month.  Already in January and February this year, the demand has increased to such an alarming rate that we are restricting our criteria for assistance and still turning people away in order to keep to our emergency relief budget.  I suspect this trend will increase, and we will be faced with an emergency relief crisis in our area within a year if we are not provided with increased funding.

SUMMARY

In summary, the issues we have identified include – 

· Inadequacy of Centrelink payments in meeting basic living standards as measured by the Henderson Poverty Line

· An increased number of “working poor” receiving no Health Care Card entitlements, and therefore paying full price for essential items like medication and utilities

· Increased cost of accessing medical services, i.e., less doctors bulkbilling

· High costs of public education for people on low incomes

· The fact that constant poverty and/or hardship can lead to relationship pressures, family breakdown, stress, health problems, and a cycle of low educational and employment prospects for the children in these families

· Lack of adequate funding for emergency relief organisations in the community

The issues regarding poverty and hardship are complicated and numerous.  I have mentioned only a few, and recognise that many more will come to light through various submissions made to the Inquiry.

I applaud the initiation of a Senate Inquiry into these matters and would be happy to discuss any of these issues further.  I can be contacted on 

03 5996 7586 or 03 5996 3333.
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