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Supporting Families, Building Community Today

Anglicare Victoria is a non-government community service agency providing a range of children’s, family, youth and community services to communities across metropolitan Melbourne and Gippsland. 

During the 2001/2002 financial year, Anglicare assisted more than 40 000 people in Victoria.

· 5519 families were assisted through services such as family support, counselling, mediation, drug & alcohol counselling, gambling counselling and disability services.

· More than 16000 people received emergency relief, including 4000 families.

· More than 4500 children and young people were helped through support, counselling, mediation and out of home care.

Mission:
The agency exists to create a more just society by expressing God’s love through service, education and advocacy.

Anglicare Victoria is concerned for people whose quality of life can be significantly diminished by experiences such as unemployment, isolation, disconnection from family and traditional social supports, ill health (physical, mental and emotional) immigration and financial stress. The stressful nature of these experiences can have profound effects on people’s health and on their ability to function well and care for one another.

Anglicare Victoria is called upon in a variety of ways to assist those people in our community who are experiencing hardship. The agency responds with material aid, parenting advice and support, counselling, a host of therapeutic interventions, community building strategies, access to information, specialist support services such as legal advice, and accommodation for children and young people unable to live at home.

Anglicare Victoria advocates for children, young people and families through:

· working alongside children, young people and adults in order to assist them to become active citizens in their communities, by being better connected to those who live around them, and by access to resources to improve and enhance their lives;

· providing education and support in order that young people, children, adults and families can meet their own needs and participate fully in their communities;

· working with disadvantaged communities so that they become strong and well resourced;

· participating in debates at local, state and national levels in order to contribute to the development of just and equitable social policy, and effective services and programs;

· using research, the analysis of data and information from clients and staff, to inform debate.
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Executive Summary

At the centre of any discussion on poverty we should seek, not statistical generalities, but the reality of people’s lives. Poverty in Australia is an expression of inequality.  It means having so few resources (material, cultural and social) that participation in activities regarded as normal or necessary is not possible.

The Federal Government’s duty is to exercise leadership in governing for the benefit of all Australians, and in making policy choices which build a just and compassionate society, in which individuals, families and communities have access to the social opportunities and basic goods required to participate fully in everyday life. 

This requires a will and commitment to work towards a poverty free context where each individual is valued and their future potential given every opportunity to develop.

It also means recognising the subtle and not so subtle ways that programs and services create inequality. It means looking beyond the welfare system, aimed primarily at the those on low incomes and who experience disadvantage, and recognising the role played by Australia’s social and economic institutions (such as taxation, the workplace and the free market) in creating and perpetuating advantage and disadvantage as two sides of the same coin.

The government can show leadership and vision by:

1. acknowledging the existence of poverty and making a commitment to measuring Australia’s progress in reducing it;

2. developing a comprehensive and coordinated strategy to ensure that all Australians have access to the goods, services, resources and opportunities they need to participate fully in everyday life;

3. including as key components of this strategy:

· to raise government benefits and pensions to levels which provide a reasonable standard of living, and ensure that they continue to increase at the same rate as the cost of living.

· to take a whole of government approach to supporting all children and young people from birth until they turn 21, whether or not they are actively participating in education.

· to ensure that all Australians have access to secure and affordable housing, through increasing public housing stock, and other measures

· to rebuild a universal health system which enables all Australians equal access to health care

4. ensuring that all sectors of the Australian community play their part in such a strategy;

5. ensuring that all Australian communities, regardless of location, are adequately resourced to build social capital;

6. providing specific programs which are sensitive to the needs of particularly vulnerable groups, communities and regions in Australia.

1.
Understanding Poverty and Inequality in Australia

What is poverty?

Poverty is a much contested concept which has generated considerable debate over many years about how to characterise and measure it.  Most discussions of poverty in developed countries rely on the concept of relative poverty, when a family’s income is unacceptably low compared to that of other families, rather than that of absolute poverty, which occurs when families do not have enough resources to obtain basic necessities such as food and shelter. Examples include the European Union and, in Australia, the Henderson Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, and more recently, the research carried out by The Smith Family and the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling. Recent debate in Australia (such as the exchanges between the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling and the Centre for Independent Studies) have focussed on defining the poverty line and the impact this has on the measurement of poverty.  

Such debates, however, should not be allowed to derail a consideration of the causes of poverty, the experience of poverty itself and compassionate and just responses.

At the centre of any discussion on poverty we should seek, not statistical generalities, but the reality of people’s lives. Poverty in Australia is an expression of inequality.  

Poverty means having so few resources (material, cultural and social) that participation in activities regarded as normal or necessary is not possible. The drivers and the effects of income poverty, growing inequality in opportunities, participation and access, are closely interconnected and we cannot discuss one without discussing the others. Poverty of opportunity and poverty of expectation cannot be separated from poverty of income and are as destructive.

Notions of participation, affordability and choice cannot be separated from the issue of income poverty. Australians experiencing poverty are often effectively excluded from opportunities that most of us take for granted and see as part of the Australian way of life – not just food, housing and a stable and adequate income, but jobs, education, health services, childcare, transport and a reasonably safe environment. For example, young people who do not complete Year 12 are three times more likely to be unemployed than the general population, thereby greatly reducing their life chances.

The growth of inequality

The experience of Anglicare Victoria bears out academic research which indicates rising levels of inequality in Australia and growing numbers of people experiencing considerable hardship. There has been a widening gap between the haves and the have-nots, increasing inequalities of opportunity, access and expectation, and a diminishing range of protective structures (material, social and cultural) for society’s most vulnerable members. While Australia’s living standard has risen considerably over the last twenty years, the benefits have not been enjoyed by all Australians alike.  

· During the 1990s, the wealthiest fifth of the population received approximately 50% of Australia’s gross weekly incomes, but the poorest fifth earned less than 4%.
 

· Over the last 20 years, the gap in income between these two sections of the population grew by over 50% in money and 20% in real terms.

The Federal Government’s duty is to exercise leadership in governing for the benefit of all Australians, and in making policy choices which ensure that all Australians have equal access to opportunities.  This means recognising the subtle and not so subtle ways that programs and services create inequality. It means looking beyond the welfare system, aimed primarily at the those on low incomes and who experience disadvantage, and recognising the role played by Australia’s social and economic institutions (such as taxation, the workplace and the free market) in creating and perpetuating advantage and disadvantage as two sides of the same coin.

A range of interrelated structural changes in Australian society have occurred over the last two decades, which have had an impact on levels of inequality, poverty and social cohesion.

The Economy and Employment

An increasingly globalised economy has opened up opportunities for many, but the drive to be internationally competitive has also left many Australians behind. 

De-industrialisation and technological change, the decline of manufacturing and the growth of service industries, have led to changes in employment patterns – new types of jobs, new skills required, changes in employment relations and in the prospects for some regions. Increasing numbers of Australians are working part-time and in casual employment.  More adults want work than at any other time in Australia’s history – there has been an increase in the number of women with jobs (especially married women with children) and a decrease in jobs for young people and older men. 

These changes in work patterns are creating growing inequalities of wages, conditions and security.  In addition, the end of full employment has seen increasing numbers of jobseekers who have been unemployed so long they no longer feel part of a working culture.

Families

Changes in family organisation and networks are also evident. Family units are less stable. There has been a growth in the number of single parent and blended families, and a significant diversification of family income and accommodation arrangements. At the same time, greater targeting of income support and access to public housing has exacerbated an already precarious situation for many families.

Traditional extended family support networks, a key buffer against pressures on family life, are declining, as families separate and re-form, and greater mobility means people living out of reach of their families for personal or work reasons.  Grandparents, and other extended family members who traditionally helped parents look after children, are increasingly in paid employment and therefore unavailable, leading to stressed and tired parents, and a growing need for other forms of childcare.  These shifts have contributed to the increasing vulnerability of families to external and internal pressures, putting particularly low-income families at risk of falling into poverty.

Community

In addition to these changes, which have effectively diminished the traditional protective structures for vulnerable Australians against poverty, and perhaps partly as  a result of them, there has been a decline in the influence of community-focussed groups (eg. churches and local groups) that promote community values and opportunities for inclusion.
  People are left to find other, less supportive, means of spending time and money. 

 An increasing emphasis on technological means of communication has revolutionised communication but has also had the effect for many of isolating people from their neighbours and communities, and shutting out those who cannot afford the technology. It is promising to see a growing recognition of the extent to which community has changed, in many instances broken down, and the destructive effect this has had on many people. This recognition has resulted in community building initiatives such as the Latrobe Valley Neighbourhood Renewal Project, which aims to revitalise public housing estates by improving amenities and the neighbourhood environment, and resourcing residents to take part in local planning and development.

2.
Who are the poor in Australia?

A rising poverty rate

The Henderson Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, established out of a concern at the number of Australians experiencing hardship, found in 1975 that 10.2% of the population were very poor and 7.7% were rather poor.
 

Recent research suggests that poverty has increased since then. Using the same measure  as the Henderson Inquiry – half the mean family income – which “captures relative deprivation in times of rising income inequality”, the Smith Family and the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) have estimated that, in 2000, 13% (or one in eight) Australians lived in poverty.  Given today’s population, this means almost two and a half million people in this country are unable to meet the costs of everyday living.

A further 9-10% of disadvantaged Australians live on the edge of poverty, vulnerable to being pushed into poverty by any unexpected adverse event. Such events as sickness, start of year school costs, breakdown of appliances, etc., may seem minor but in the already stretched situation of these families, the impact is severe.

New groups are experiencing poverty

The Henderson Inquiry found that the older sections of the population were most at risk of poverty.  Today, with the pension at 25% of the average weekly income, and with high home ownership rates in this age group, older Australians are less at risk.

In contrast, the Smith Family and NATSEM estimate that, increasingly, younger Australians are struggling on low and inadequate incomes.  

· One in five Australians of working age (25-44 years) are falling into poverty, once housing costs are taken into account.

· Young single people (15-24 years) are more likely to be in poverty than single people in general (20.8% compared with 18.3%).

· 19% of families with two parents and three children are in poverty.

· 21.8% of sole parent families live below the poverty line.

Children are particularly vulnerable

The incidence of poverty for children and young people is even higher than the national average.

· The Smith Family estimates that 15% of Australian children - 750 000 - are living in poverty.

· More than this, 850 000 children are living in families where no adult has a paid job.

These rates of poverty for children are of great concern, given the increased risk faced by children from low income households of experiencing poor life outcomes, such as low educational achievement, unemployment, becoming teenage parents, or serving a prison sentence.

Children and young people who are in the care of the state, living in various forms of home-based and residential care, are particularly vulnerable to the cumulative impact of disadvantage and barriers to access in a range of areas, including education, housing, health care, family support and employment.

Other groups in Australian society, who are particularly vulnerable to poverty and disadvantage include:

· people who are unemployed, particularly those who are long-term unemployed.

· people who are underemployed – workers whose jobs are casual, part-time or temporary, where income is not enough to live on and benefits are non-existent.

· single parent families and their children

· migrants and refugees

· Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and their families

· people with a long term illness or disability, a group which experiences high unemployment rates

· Australians living in rural and remote areas

· Australians living in a number of communities and regions in Australia where jobs are not available, and services and infrastructure are not local.

3.
What does it mean to be poor?

The experience of Australians living in poverty includes:

· Inadequate access to clothing and nutritional food.

· Debt (to friends or family, through unpaid bills, through credit cards and payday loans).

· Reliance on emergency relief.

· Unemployment, underemployment or low paid employment.

· Poor housing, insecure housing or homelessness.

· Poor educational opportunities and outcomes.

· Poor physical and mental health. 

· Depression, anxiety and stress.

· Dependency on alcohol, drugs, or gambling as a means of escape from stress.

· Lack of mobility due to transport costs.

· Few recreational opportunities.

· Criminal activity in order to supply individual and family needs.

· Social isolation from family and friends and loneliness.

· Conflict in relationships, lack of support and violence, resulting from stress.

· Discomfort and embarrassment at having to ask for assistance and to disclose personal details.

· Loss of hope or expectation that life chances can improve.

	The Wilson Family

Leanne and Tony Wilson have been together for thirteen years and have four children aged between seven years and twelve months – two boys and two girls. They live in an outer suburb of Melbourne.

Before she met Tony, Leanne was a childcare worker.  When Leanne left work to care for the children, the family ran into financial difficulties, as Tony’s wages were not enough to support them.  They were forced to move away from their suburb of choice to a suburb where most families struggle on low incomes, and services and infrastructure are poor. The only home they could afford to rent is too small to accommodate four children comfortably and is poorly maintained.  

Leanne and Tony’s oldest child, Jared, has an intellectual disability, and attends a special school.  His understanding is very limited, and he gets very frustrated, leading to aggressive behaviour. Four other children are at school and there is a baby at home.

The pressures of inadequate income, unsuitable housing, and bringing up children (one with a disability) without support have paid their toll on Leanne and Tony’s relationship. They began to fight a lot, and five years ago the couple separated.

Tony now rents his own accommodation, but continues to be very involved with his family, and visits the children most days.  His employment is casual and part-time, and he often borrows money from Leanne.  When his car broke down, he started using Leanne’s car in order to get to work.

Without a car, Leanne cannot get the children to school.  As a result, the children do not always attend.  They have mixed feelings about school anyway, because they often get into trouble for being late, and are teased because their clothes are different, do not fit, and are not always clean. Instead, the children play in the street, and easily stray some distance away, where there is a major road.

Leanne also needs a number of fillings in her teeth, but cannot afford private dental care.  She has the option of going to the dental hospital, but has no one to look after the children.  She is reluctant to place them with strangers in foster care, just to get her teeth fixed.

The continuing tensions with Tony, lack of money, and trying to look after a large number of children without support has left Leanne feeling so overwhelmed by the immense challenges of everyday life that her mental health is deteriorating. She is particularly vulnerable due to a history of mental illness in her family. She struggles to care for herself, let alone caring for and supervising her children, though she is an extremely loving and affectionate mother. Leanne has been in this position for so many years that she cannot imagine how her life could improve.  Indeed, it could easily get worse – there is a danger that some of her children may be removed by Child Protective Services and placed in Foster Care, causing her immense grief and reinforcing her sense of failure.

Anglicare has recently helped Leanne find a larger house through a transitional housing program, but the solution is temporary, and the family will be forced to move again.  Anglicare staff provide support for Leanne and her family, and are also helping Leanne make links in the local community to obtain support.  The local council is providing home help, and some families nearby are assisting by offering respite care.  But it feels like too little too late.




For children living in low income families, the implications are both in the present and the future.  The impacts of poverty on children can include:

· The lack of a secure home, and therefore of a secure and stable neighbourhood and friendship network.

· Poor nutrition and health – disadvantaged children are more likely to suffer from sight defects, speech disorders, obesity, developmental delay and behavioural disorders.

· Barriers to participation in education – children from low income backgrounds are more likely to experience difficulty in school and have poorer educational outcomes.

· Missing out on normal activities such as school excursions, holiday outings, and recreational activities such as sport or music.

· Isolation and exclusion as a result of any or all of the above factors.

· The emotional effects of living with a parent or parents who are continually stressed. The critical importance of stability, security and good relationships in a child’s earliest years has been well documented.
 Stress and worry can interfere with crucial aspects of children’s development, and the legacy of any deficits can have lifelong impacts. 

· In 2001, nearly one in five children was living in a household where no adult was employed.
 Without the learning associated with living with an adult in employment, children are at greater risk of unemployment in adulthood themselves.  This is exacerbated in communities where employment is very low.

· Children from low income households are more likely to become teenage parents.

· Children from low income households are also more likely to enter the criminal justice system.

Children in the care of the State

The most vulnerable and disadvantaged children in Australian society are those in the care of the State itself.  These children are in care precisely because they have experienced extreme instability, insecurity and sometimes abuse – and frequently, this is due to the combined effects on their families of poverty, inequality and social exclusion.

· The number of children in out of home care in Australia has grown from 14000 in 1996 to 19000 in 2002, an increase of 35%.

Children in care have usually lost their support networks, sometimes repeatedly, and are totally reliant on government resources to meet their accommodation, emotional, educational and health needs. They are also emotionally the most vulnerable members of our society and lack the support structures most of us take for granted, and which are critical for individual well-being.
 

Children in care are greatly at risk of being excluded from the education system.  Mental health services do not provide timely support, and sometimes are unable to, or are not sufficiently resourced to provide support at all.  A number of studies have demonstrated that, as these young people leave care for independent living, their well-being is considerably poorer than other people of their age in all aspects of life.

The State, as legal guardian of the community, has a duty to create an environment which allows families to bring up their children with stability and security and to meet their physical, emotional and developmental needs. Where there is no family available, or there are significant difficulties in family functioning, the State must step in. The Federal government has a leadership role to play in setting standards of care. Where the State fails in its parental role, children and young people are highly likely to remain dependent on government income support and the service system for much of their adult lives.

	What is the future for Kim?

Three and a half years ago, Kim Nelson was referred to Anglicare Victoria, barely able to read or write and with a history of suffering abuse and violence from her family. 

Kim was successfully accommodated with Anglicare Adolescent Community Placement, sharing in the life of another family who welcomed her with open arms. After two years, she moved to Step Out - a Lead Tenant program that provides semi-independent living, with a supervisor to turn to when past issues resurface. She has developed independent living skills that many of us take for granted - she can pay her bills, she can cook, clean, and be a real companion. However, emotionally she continues to need support. Chronologically she may be 18 but the scars and experiences of her childhood mean she functions at a much younger age. She now understands that she was not the cause of all of her family issues, but she does not trust adults readily and needs to maintain connections with people she trusts.

Kim has had a chequered educational experience - frequent suspensions and regularly changing schools. Since being referred to Anglicare, Kim had however made positive progress by working with various counselling teams including the agency’s Youth and Family Counselling program and adolescent support groups. Anglicare has also worked intensively to improve her education - she took part in a “Catering for the Community” Youth Education, Employment and Training scheme which gave her the courage to return to school. She now has a dream – to complete her VCE next year and go to university. With strong support she can achieve this.

Yet her VCE, that one ray of hope in her life, is clouded as she has no suitable housing options. Kim has just turned 18, and is now deemed too old to be eligible for adolescent supported housing programs. Kim’s difficulties in trusting people, and lack of social skills means that mainstream share accommodation or transitional housing are not viable options. Private rental is way out of reach.

Kim is in danger of slipping through the cracks due to rigid service delivery boundaries. She fits no system, and after years of prevention work with Anglicare Victoria, she is at a vulnerable stage - Kim needs an extension of the supported accommodation that she has experienced.  Without it, education, and therefore possibly employment, are beyond her grasp.




4.
Key Issues

A number of key issues contribute to the entrenchment of poverty and the institutionalisation of inequality and disadvantage in Australian society.  These include the labour market, education, housing, and health.

In a number of communities, both within the major cities and in rural and regional Australia, the worsening lack of opportunity and equitable access to stable and secure employment, education, adequate and affordable housing, and appropriate health services, has created whole communities of disadvantage.  In many cases these communities have declined to the extent that they neither have the resources to build social capital, nor receive support from other, more affluent, neighbourhoods.  For the residents of these communities, there is no path out of poverty.

4.1
The Labour Market

Work is a social activity that enables the individual to make a contribution which, on a national scale, represents an immense web of human collaboration and achievement. Employment contributes to a person’s sense of identity, self esteem and freedom of choice as well as a myriad of other social and psychological benefits.  Conversely, unemployment erodes self-confidence and self-esteem and is a major source of stress in families.  Unemployment and its effects invade not only all aspects of an individual’s life, but also has negative impacts on families.

Increasing Joblessness

Over the last decades, Australia has experienced high economic growth, low inflation and interest rates, rapid productivity improvement and rising real wages.  Yet today, Australia’s official unemployment rate hovers between 6% and 7%, a figure which underestimates the reality of unemployment as it is based on a definition which classifies all people working more than one hour a fortnight as employed. An unemployment rate more accurately reflecting the realities of the job market is likely to be considerably higher.

When compared with other members of the OECD, Australia has the twelfth highest rate of unemployment among the 30 member countries. During the 1990s, the number of jobless families in Australia rose and they are more likely to be living in poverty.

· In 2000, almost 60% of poor Australians relied on government benefits, compared with 46% in 1990.

There is a growing divide between families in which both parents work, and families where there is no working adult. In 2000:

· both parents worked in 56% of couple families;

· neither parent worked in 7.5% of couple families;

· 53% of sole parents were not employed.

Thus 850 000 children are growing up in families where no-one had a paid job – a huge increase in the last decade.

Increasingly, employment patterns in Australia have developed along geographical lines, with the growth of both job-rich and job-poor areas. In Gippsland, Victoria, for example, increasing competition from global markets has caused the restructuring and decline of local industries such as agriculture, timber, and power. The profits and benefits of these industries were invested elsewhere rather than in the local communities which created them.  The result is high rates of unemployment where these industries have closed, the withdrawal of the local service industries, few alternative employment opportunities and greatly deprived communities. 

· Following the major restructuring of the State Electricity Commission in the early nineties, the unemployment rate in the Local Government Area of Latrobe is 12.2%, nearly twice the national rate.
  

Many people are unable to work, even if jobs were available.  These people experience a range of problems, including homelessness, mental illness, substance abuse, illiteracy, language difficulties, etc.  This group of people also suffer most from harsh breaching rules associated with income support.

Job Creation

Although employment is widely believed to be the key to eliminating poverty, job creation in recent years has not matched the skills of those most likely to be unemployed. Many of the new jobs created in recent years have been taken by people from households where other members are already employed.

· Nearly 150 000 Australians (22.4% of those looking for work) are now considered to be long term unemployed, having been unable to find work for more than a year.
  

Patterns of full-time work over recent decades show trends towards an increasing number of hours worked, and an increasing proportion of workers working long hours. Conversely, there has also been significant growth in the range of casual and temporary forms of employment. 

The Working Poor

In the private sector, wage inequality has increased substantially due to significant increases in the remuneration of the top 10% of employees.  At the other end of the scale, a growing number of families try to live on inadequate wages. 

· One in five low-paid workers now lives in a low income family.



· About 30% of the part-time workforce would like to work more hours.

These new and less secure forms of employment are more common for low-skilled workers, and rarely lead to better paid and secure employment, particularly as employers are less likely to provide job-based training for employees in casual, contract or part-time work. Most workers moving from casual to permanent work have held casual positions while completing educational qualifications.
 

Thus, an increasing number of workers move between precarious work, joblessness and unemployment, with little prospect of their situation improving.

While the greater flexibility of these types of work may suit some people - for example, enabling parents to juggle work and family commitments – being forced to alternate between low-paying temporary jobs and unemployment, leaves many families extremely vulnerable, and unable to effectively plan. When jobs finish, or families have not worked enough hours, parents may have to choose between paying bills and buying food, Christmas or birthday presents become major hurdles, and any extra expense can destroy a carefully balanced budget – for example, start of year school costs, appliance breakdown, medical expenses, etc.

Changes in the labour market over the last 30 years have closed many of the pathways of upward mobility.  With increasing pressure on jobs available, key losers have been low-skilled workers and particularly unskilled young people. This is compounded by the increasing difficulties of accessing vocational training courses, apprenticeships and traineeships.

Policy Responses

· Strengthen the support systems (adequate, non-punitive income support, low cost quality housing, child care, recreational / leisure activities) around those who are unemployed.

· Skills training and multiple pathways from education to employment, and from retrenchment to re-employment.

· Programs that recognise the need for intensive support for the long-term unemployed.

· Job generation in areas of high unemployment.

· Impose enforceable obligations on businesses to ensure that real jobs actually exist for people wanting to re-enter the work force. 

· Programs targeted specifically at local conditions in rural areas.

4.2
Education

Education is a crucial path out of poverty. A good education develops personal strengths and skills, self-esteem and job-related skills and life skills.  It increases people’s ability to access health and welfare services.  Conversely, lack of income can prevent a child’s participation from a range of mainstream educational activities, which have an adverse impact on school retention and participation, which in turn increases the likelihood of unemployment.  Poor physical or mental health, unsuitable housing, conflictual family relationships and accessibility problems can all have a negative impact on educational retention and participation.

The recent trends in the job market towards higher skilled jobs mean that higher levels of education have become crucial for stable employment. Australians with low levels of education are much more likely to be unemployed and to remain unemployed for longer periods of time.

School Retention and Employment

· In 2001, the unemployment rate for 15-24 year olds, who had left school before finishing Year 12, was 19.1% - nearly three times the general unemployment rate of 6.9%.
 

· In 2000, just over half the 15-24 year olds, who had been unemployed for 2 years or more, did not finish Year 12.

· Children with unskilled parents generally have lower levels of literacy and numeracy, and are more likely to leave school early. Since 1992, school retention rates have dropped 3% for boys from professional backgrounds, but 13% for boys from unskilled manual backgrounds.
 

“Early leavers are less likely to acquire both basic literacy, and advanced literacy; and unless they enter higher education at a later time they are forever cut off from the skills, knowledge and certificates acquired at university that confer entry to a wide range of occupations and social roles. Even educationally-strong teenagers who make a positive choice to leave school and enter apprenticeships face increasing levels of relative disadvantage.”

Unequal educational opportunities

Children in low income families are disadvantaged in their access to education – they are more likely to leave school early, play truant, have problems with literacy or numeracy etc.  Those children from low income families who do participate fully in education, and who remain at school, nevertheless are likely to receive a lower quality education than children from wealthier families. Children whose families cannot afford a computer at home are at a significant disadvantage in terms of access to information, skill development, and the ability to meet educational expectations.  Inequality in educational achievement continues, with definable groups having poorer educational outcomes. Gender, type of school, regional differences, parental educational background and income level are all factors which influence this.

· Public funding for education has decreased, despite greatly increasing participation. In 1975 -6, 5.62% of the GDP was allocated to education. By 1995-6, this proportion had fallen to 4.47%.
 

This lack of investment in public education has had a number of key consequences.

· Importance of early learning initiatives

The importance of early learning in enhancing educational achievement is well documented. An EPAC Report on Child Care Provision in Australia notes that well-run pre-schools can ‘have significant impact on student readiness and educational outcomes in the first few years of schooling’, as well as lasting impacts such as less chance of school failure.
 

· In 1998, Australia allocated only 0.1% of GDP to pre-school education. The participation rate of Australian children is much lower than the OECD average of 60%.  Only 33.8% of Australian children attended pre-schools in 1998.

It is encouraging to see greater governmental commitment to a broad strategy of early intervention including early learning.

· Greater social inequality in educational achievement and participation

There is now a considerable body of research which confirms that “the introduction of competition between public educational institutions is associated with growing inequalities available for student learning, and the distribution of student achievement.” 
  This is exacerbated when resources are scarce and management is de-centralised, with disproportionately high impacts on students from rural Australia.

The considerable government subsidisation of already well-resourced private schools adds to these inequities. The one-third of Australian students attending private schools benefit from more than two thirds of all Commonwealth school funding.  These schools not only benefit from the strong resource position that this puts them in, but also are not obliged to consider the needs of students with disabilities, learning difficulties or economic or cultural disadvantage. Where such services are provided, it is at a cost to the users.  

As a result of the government subsidisation of private education, public schools are increasingly seen as “sites for the concentration of social and educational disadvantage”.
 Schools with this reputation, and facing an over-representation of children needing specialist help or programs without adequate resources, are unlikely to be able to offer the same educational opportunities or even some equality of expectation, for their students. For example, students from independent private schools in metropolitan Melbourne are much more likely to enrol in preparatory mathematics than students from public secondary schools, much more likely to pass and to achieve high marks.

The effects of these inequalities can be seen when in the figures for access to higher education.

· Access and equality in higher education

The last decade has seen a significant growth in the number of student enrolled in higher education institutions. While this indicates greater access to higher education, the distribution of this access has remained inequitable, and for some groups has become more so.

From 1989 to 1999:

· the proportion of students from low socio-economic areas decreased.

· the proportion of students from rural and isolated areas decreased.

· the proportion of indigenous students increased.

“High rates of failure among poorer students, both at school and in the struggle for tertiary entrance tend to depress aspirations for university ‘thus partly reserving higher education to upper socio-economic status groups through a process of discouragement and self-exclusion’.”

At the same time, university education is generally valued more highly than other forms of further training and education, even among the poorest families. Strategies that promote a broad range of education pathways leading to success would reduce these inequalities. 

Policy Responses

· Ongoing research and evaluation to clearly establish differences in educational outcome and the real causes behind this.  Poorly performing schools are not benefited from hiding poor outcomes. This should also include the collection of data about all institutions of further education.


· A whole of government approach to supporting all young people until they turn 21, whether or not they are actively participating in education. While education is a key factor in reducing poverty, it cannot be viewed in isolation.


· Federal and State governments to cooperate in forming a coordinated policy, based on equitable outcomes and a range of educational pathways towards real jobs, in all Australian communities.


· Increase funding for government schools and TAFE, both in absolute and relative terms.


· The educational funding formula should be heavily weighted in favour of those institutions which are most involved in educating the poorest 20-25% of students, adequately resourcing them to properly support low income students.

4.3
Housing and Homelessness

Low income families typically spend a much higher proportion of their income on housing than middle or upper income families.  Families who own their own home or live in public housing have much lower housing costs than those paying off their own homes or living in private rental accommodation. Thus, income and housing costs interrelate as determinants of poverty. High housing costs leave some families with very little for other living expenses, once rent or mortgage and utility bills are paid.

· Almost 90 000 (54%) low income Australians are paying more than 50% of their income in rent – including older people on a pension, people with a disability, sole parents, the unemployed and their families. Many of these people are suffering severe housing stress despite receiving the maximum rent assistance.

· Over 702 000 Australian households spend more than 30% of their income on housing (ie. 10% of households).



· There has been a 28% decline in real terms in Federal and State governments’ investment in public housing.  The result can be seen in the blowouts in Public Housing waiting lists.  Across Australia as at 30 June 2001 there were 221 313 families on the public housing waiting list, a reduction of only 15 000 since 1996. The total number of new applicant households allocated housing was 38 736.
 


Public housing programs (originally designed for low income families) have increasingly become focussed on highest needs cases only, leaving many low income families at the mercy of rising costs in the private market and at greater risk of poverty. A drop in the number of families buying their own homes, as a result of huge increases in real estate prices and the decline of stable long-term employment patterns, has also increased competition for private rental accommodation.

The results are serious inequities in access to housing which is appropriate, stable and located near employment.


Location

In a number of States, the location of public housing does not coincide with the areas of highest unemployment and thus of the greatest need.  For example, in Victoria it is concentrated in the inner suburbs of Melbourne and in small regional and rural towns, although the highest unemployment rates are in the larger towns and major regional centres, such as Moe and Morwell in Victoria’s Latrobe Valley.
 

Affordable accommodation (other than public housing) is too often only found in areas which lack infrastructure, services and employment options. Low income earners may be unable to afford moving costs to gain employment opportunities or because of housing insecurity.

Inadequate Housing

Families pay large proportions of their income for often inadequate accommodation.  Rooms too small for desks, preventing children from studying, too few rooms leading to a lack of privacy, and poor maintenance are some of the problems encountered, leading to great pressure on families, including children fighting and parental stress. Over time, such stress often leads to high levels of family conflict, violence, poor health, using alcohol, drugs or gambling as an escape, and eventually family breakdown.

· 1.4% of households live in caravans across Australia, experiencing cramped conditions, sharing public ablutions facilities and isolated from general services and infrastructure.

Insecure Housing

 A number of factors in the private rental market expose low income families to housing instability.  Landlords’ preferences in letting property effectively discriminates against low income families, sole parent families, large families, indigenous families  and families from different cultures.
 Financial difficulties – loss of employment, rent increases, inadequate government benefits, etc. – and family breakdown are common reasons for families being forced to move house. Rent arrears, the condition of the property or disruptive behaviour may lead to eviction.

· 60% of families requesting assistance from SAAP agencies in 1999/2000 had lived in two or more homes over the previous year.

Homelessness

Levels of homelessness continue to increase. Estimates suggest it has doubled.  The SAAP budget allocations have trebled over a decade for crisis accommodation and support, and are not meeting demand.  

· A recent Melbourne study indicated that only 1/3 of households seeking immediate accommodation were assisted.



The experience of homelessness is overwhelming for an adult, and children are an added responsibility. Anglicare’s Family Services staff report that housing issues take precedence over all other problems facing families. Anxiety over each night’s accommodation leaves little energy left for dealing with other issues. Without an address it is impossible to find employment or even apply for income support. Government income support may be cut off under the current regime of harsh penalties because of the difficulties of mail reaching the homeless. Cooking is impossible so takeaway and fast food becomes a major part of the diet, draining the budget and providing inadequate nourishment, thereby compounding health risks.

For children, homelessness may mean the loss of routine, disrupted sleep, poor health, disruption to education and play activities, the loss of friendship networks, impaired relationships with parents due to stress, and the absence of the stability and security children need to accomplish developmental tasks.

Groups particularly vulnerable to homelessness include those suffering mental illness, substance abuse, problem gambling, young people entering independent living, particularly from state care, and people leaving prison. Families with children are the fastest growing sector of the homeless population. 

Policy Responses

· Address public housing stock shortages by restoring dollars for capital works, creating incentives for private sector investment opportunities in public housing programs, thereby creating better access for all those who need public housing not just those deemed as “high priority”.


· Improve affordability for low-income households in private rental accommodation.


· Fund more transitional and supported housing programs for particularly vulnerable groups of people.

· young people entering independent living from state care 

· people leaving prison

· people leaving hospital, with physical or mental disabilities or illness.

· families fleeing domestic violence

· Review current rent assistance schemes in order to ensure that affordable and secure housing is available to all Australians.


4.4
 Health

There is a strong correlation between poor health and low-income, unemployment, and low educational levels.
 Young people (15-24 years) who are neither working nor studying have very high rates of nervous system disorder, drug dependence, cancer, homicide and suicide.
 In Anglicare’s experience with families, temporary or chronic health problems play a significant role in the difficulties faced by families. 

Universal health care is thus a key tool for minimising disadvantage across the whole spectrum of human activity. Yet access to basic medical services is increasingly inequitable as Federal funding policies prioritise the private health care system, diverting public funds away from the public system – a trend which will see Medicare becoming a mere safety net, rather than a universal health care system which ensures equal access to health services for all Australians.

Medicare’s decline impacts directly on low income Australians as basic health services cost more, and are more difficult to access.

· The number of general practitioners who bulk-bill has fallen from 80.1% in 1995/96 to 74.9% in 2001/02.

This change has greatest impact on people in rural and regional areas, where the bulk-billing rates are considerably lower, and alternatives are fewer, on people suffering chronic illness and on those with low incomes.

With costs increasing for seeing general practitioners, these people, who have the lowest health status in the community, delay seeking treatment when they are sick, or turn to public hospital emergency departments and other community health services. These services are not geared for general practice issues, are less likely to be able to deliver an efficient and effective service, and are already overstretched. Timely access to a GP can reduce public health costs over the long term, and improve an individual’s quality of life.

Low income families are also less likely to be able to access dental care, maternal and child health services, preventative programs (eg. pap smears, mammograms) or alternative therapies.  

Paying for medicines is beyond the budget for many low-income families, particularly if the mediation is not subsidised. Non prescription medication, such as cough medicines, can also be too expensive.

Mental Illness

· In 1997 over 18% of Australian adults suffered from mental illness.

While most Australians suffering from a mental health disorder are single, a large proportion of the families supported by Anglicare Victoria include an adult with a mental illness, particularly anxiety or depression.  The nature of mental illness makes it difficult for sufferers to build or maintain relationships, or to manage everyday tasks and budgeting.
  Finding and holding a job can be difficult or impossible.  The risk of homelessness is also much higher for this group of people.

An individual’s mental illness has a huge impact on their family. Relationships are difficult, and may break down, and other family members feel they cannot provide the support and help needed. Children are often asked to provide support at levels way beyond their years, or take responsibility for meals, clothing and getting to school.

There is a crisis in the Mental Health Care System, particularly in rural and remote communities, where services are scarce or non-existent and families have to travel considerable distance to access them.

Anglicare Victoria family support workers find it increasingly difficult to obtain timely and appropriate care for their clients. Increased pressure in the mental health system means that sufferers receive crisis-oriented care or none at all, rather than ongoing preventative or ameliorative management.

For children too, who display behavioural or other symptoms indicating mental disturbance, waiting lists are long, despite problems being urgent, leading to problems with schooling, conflict with parents and peers etc., as well as the risk of ongoing and long-term mental ill health.

The stigma still attached to mental illness in our society makes it difficult to request assistance and may lead a sufferer instead to substance abuse, with even higher costs to the individual, the community and government-funded services.

Policy Responses

· A commitment to a national universal health care system which guarantees access to essential health services, regardless of income or place of residence.


· Take pressure off GP services and hospitals by investing in community-based and allied health services.


· A commitment to a national, holistic mental health system which addresses the impact of mental health problems on individuals, families and communities in terms of prevention, early intervention, and treatment.

4.5
Rural Poverty

Inequalities of affordability, choice and participation can be seen most starkly when considering Australia’s rural population.

· 6.7 million (27%) Australians live outside metropolitan areas.

· Thirty three of the thirty seven poorest electorates in Australia are in rural areas.

· Nine out of the ten regions with the highest unemployment in Australia are outside metropolitan areas.

Distance, isolation and the decline of small rural communities have exacerbated the difficulties experienced by families living in rural Australia who are at risk of poverty. Rural industries, such as agriculture, timber, tourism and others, are disproportionately vulnerable to the impact of cyclical environmental disasters, such as drought, flood or bushfire. For families, such events can destroy all their resources. 

Unemployment rates are generally higher and income lower in rural Australia, and educational opportunities are limited. In addition, residents of rural areas experience higher mortality rates, and increasing rate of stress-related problems. Psychiatric disorders are on the rise and are 28% higher than in urban areas.  Increasing rates of health issues, such as hypertension, heart attacks, asthma, ulcers, insomnia, alcoholism, domestic violence and suicide suggest that the rural Australia population is under great pressure.
 

Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders form a particularly disadvantaged group within the already disadvantaged rural population.  Most indigenous Australians live outside metropolitan areas.  They have a significantly lower life expectancy, and higher rates of illness, unemployment and imprisonment than other rural dwellers.

The Rural Labour Market Crisis

Economic change has had a huge impact on the rural economy, which is sustained by a limited range of industries. The backbone of the rural economy - the agricultural industry - has faced a major restructuring over the last few decades, as a result of pressures to compete in an increasingly globalised food market. Many farms have increased in size in an attempt to remain competitive, and multinational agribusinesses have proliferated. Economies of scale and efficiency have been achieved by the use of technology to replace the traditional hired labour force.

Farm families without the capital to expand have increasingly relied on the labour of unpaid family members rather than hired labour. Some attempt to supplement an inadequate family income by seeking work outside the farm. There has been a significant rise in the number of farm families living in poverty, estimated at 28%.
 Many families have left agriculture altogether.

As a result of these changes, over 100,000 jobs have been lost in agriculture in the last five decades, adding to the unemployment crisis in rural Australia, and leading to a population drift away from rural communities in search of work.

The impact of distance on the cost of living

Essential services are more expensive and less reliable outside metropolitan areas.  Rural families must pay more for food, petrol, public transport, postal services and telecommunications, and do not have access to the range of options available to Australians living in higher population density areas.

Over recent years, services to rural and remote areas of Australia have been increasingly centralised to save the costs associated with providing small local services. The cost of using services, such as banks, schools, hospitals, and government services, has thus effectively been shifted onto users who are forced to travel further to access them.

The decline of small rural and remote communities

Decreasing employment opportunities in rural areas, alongside the closure of local services such as post offices, banks, court houses, hospitals and rail services, has resulted in a drift away from these small communities, as families move to other areas to find jobs or to give their children a better education. Young people leaving to find jobs rarely return.

Those who remain are increasingly those without a choice of leaving - the aged and the vulnerable – and those whose livelihoods are rooted in the local area. For these people educational and employment opportunities are limited. Increasingly, the inhabitants of small communities are those who have a particular need of ready access to services. Where these are offered from a regional centre some distance away, local conditions and needs cannot be taken into account.

As the population declines, institutions such as schools, which had been a focus for community activities, close down and the community life of the area is weakened.

Lack of access to services

Service delivery to rural and remote areas is more expensive than to the cities, yet the nearly one-third of Australians living outside the major cities receive far less than the proportionate share of resources. Rural Australians, who are among the financially most disadvantaged of the population, thus face barriers to access to employment, education, health and government services, far beyond the barriers faced by most city residents.

Education

The decline of rural communities has led to the closure of many local schools as student numbers have dropped, forcing children to travel considerable distances to attend school. 

· 62% of Latrobe city residents (Gippsland) over the age of fourteen are no longer at school and did not complete year 12.
  For the whole of Gippsland, this figure is over 40%.
 These rates are significantly higher than the school dropout rate across Victoria of below 20%.

Furthermore, students in rural areas have limited educational opportunities due to the restricted curriculum options that rural schools are able to offer. This can have long term consequences in restricting further educational options.

Further, young people wishing to continue their studies in any professional or specialised area are forced to bear the costs of moving to independent living in regional or capital cities, and lose the support of their family and friends.  Those who make this choice rarely return.  Those who cannot afford the costs associated with pursuing further education away from home, face extremely limited educational and employment opportunities.

Health

On many measures of health, children living in rural and remote areas suffer poorer health than those living in metropolitan areas.  Indigenous children experience worse health than all other Australian children.
 

Yet rural Australians experience significantly inferior health services to those in urban and regional centres.

Lack of access to local GPs puts the health of many rural residents at greater risk.  19% of GPs practise in rural Australia, providing services to 30% of the population.  Nurses, midwives, dentists and allied health professionals are in short supply, and there are critical shortages in the specialties of psychiatry, obstetrics and anaesthesia.

Public Transport

The lack of public transport networks can make access to services difficult or impossible for older people, those with a disability, who do not drive and who are financially disadvantaged.  Where public transport exists, it is often expensive and infrequent.  In Gippsland, public transport timetables are based on getting commuters to and from Melbourne for work.  For rural residents, these timetables may make it impossible to visit their local regional centre and return the same day.

Policy Responses

· Recognise that rural Australians have the same citizenship rights as urban Australians and should receive an equitable share of resources

· Develop effective and sustainable models of service delivery which are suitable for rural communities and meet local needs

· Ensure that rural communities have equitable access to communication technologies, in order to mitigate the impact of distance and isolation

· Support policies which sustain and develop vibrant rural communities

5.
The costs of poverty to the Australian community

Anglicare Victoria as an agency is not in a position to provide large-scale economic costings, regarding the costs of poverty. However, there are some points in principle that it is important to make.

The experience of poverty and comparative disadvantage, and the ramifications of that experience, clearly generates the demand for a higher level of government-funded services than would otherwise be the case.  Costs are felt in the following areas, to name but a few:

· Income Support

· Housing - including transitional and emergency accommodation

· Health - mental health services, dependency on drugs or alcohol, gambling problems, increased demand on health services generally.

· Education – the extra support needed by children and young people who would otherwise not manage at school or any other level of education.

· Welfare – demand for a range of welfare services increases with a growth in hardship, and the costs of delivering services to the homeless is significantly higher.

· Justice and Corrections – crime rates are higher in those among populations suffering economic disadvantage.

· Support for whole communities in need, especially in rural Australia.

Further, Anglicare Victoria believes that the key cost of poverty in Australia is the human cost, not just from a moral and justice point of view, but also ultimately from a financial perspective.  It is Anglicare’s experience, as outlined in this submission, that the experience of poverty and the accompanying experience of insecurity and being overwhelmed by too many unsolvable problems, actually de-skills people and may lead to a state where improvement cannot even be envisaged.  

Relative poverty affects the ability to form and sustain close supportive relationships and destroys a person’s self-esteem and status.
  In addition to adequate income support, long-term and often intensive support is frequently necessary to enable individuals and families to relearn skills that have been destroyed through adversity.  While it may seem expensive to provide a substantial, integrated whole-of government preventative and protective service network, the cost of services and infrastructure required to provide services for those already fallen into crisis and hardship is considerably more expensive. This is particularly the case in rural and remote Australia.

The increasing polarisation of Australian society also bears with it costs to social cohesion. The experience of inequalities and disadvantage leads to increasing hostility and blaming between different groups in the community, resulting in a decline in mutual support within some communities and between communities, but also the “opting out” by some groups, leading to crime, vandalism etc.  Rural communities with high poverty rates, but few jobs and declining populations, particularly in the younger age group, facing the loss of services and infrastructure, feel isolated, forgotten and stigmatised.

It is vital that individuals, families and communities in danger of poverty and at a comparative disadvantage have reasonable access to services and a reasonable level of income support so that they are protected from the chaos and insecurity which destroys people’s lives and abilities.  Adequate support, alongside well-planned policies eliminating poverty traps, and incentives to self-reliance, is ultimately more cost-effective than denying support to increasing numbers of people.

6.
Reducing poverty and inequality 

A Brotherhood of St Laurence study on perceptions of poverty found that Australians accept structural explanations of poverty and would support government expenditure to reduce it.  This study also demonstrates that Australian look to the government for leadership and vision in reducing poverty and inequality,
 and building a just and compassionate community, which is inclusive of all Australians.  This requires a will and commitment to work towards a poverty free context where each individual is valued and their future potential given every opportunity to develop.

· All people have worth and dignity and have a contribution to make.

· All people need access to the social opportunities and basic goods required to participate fully in everyday life.

· All sectors of Australian society have an obligation to ensure that these needs are met – government, business, community and individuals.

Australia’s response to poverty needs to recognise the interconnectedness and compounding of a range of factors in contributing to hardship, inequality and social exclusion. It needs to recognise that the experience of poverty itself destroys hope and hinders the efforts of individuals, families and communities toward self-reliance.  Australians need policies which acknowledge our human and social needs and strengths, which build on social capital and develop strong, caring communities.

The government can show leadership and vision by:

1. acknowledging the existence of poverty and making a commitment to measuring Australia’s progress in reducing it;

2. developing a comprehensive and coordinated strategy to ensure that all Australians have access to the goods, services, resources and opportunities they need to participate fully in everyday life;

3. including as key components of this strategy:

· to raise government benefits and pensions to levels which provide a reasonable standard of living, and ensure that they continue to increase at the same rate as the cost of living.

· to take a whole of government approach to supporting all children and young people from birth until they turn 21, whether or not they are actively participating in education.

· to ensure that all Australians have access to secure and affordable housing, through increasing public housing stock, and other measures

· to rebuild a universal health system which enables all Australians equal access to health care

4. ensuring that all sectors of the Australian community play their part in such a strategy;

5. ensuring that all Australian communities, regardless of location, are adequately resourced to build social capital;

6. providing specific programs which are sensitive to the needs of particularly vulnerable groups, communities and regions in Australia.

Anglicare seeks from the government leadership which is not just pragmatic, but which recognises all aspects of the human experience as having value. Building capacity for children, for families and for communities will create a stronger, more equitable society.
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