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Part One: What is Poverty? Absolute vs. Relative Poverty

Research generally offers two distinct definitions of poverty. The concept of absolute poverty - often associated with political conservatives - refers to subsistence level poverty whereby people lack sufficient resources to survive. This concept is often used to describe the widespread starvation, hunger, and destitution in Third World countries. Neoliberal think tanks such as the Institute of Public Affairs and the Centre for Independent Studies often argue that because absolute poverty has virtually been eliminated in western countries, there is no longer a problem of poverty.

In contrast, the notion of relative poverty - often associated with social democrats and preferred by this author - stresses economic inequality as the primary indicator of poverty. According to this notion, poverty is best understood as a condition of relative deprivation or exclusion from normal social and economic activities and participation.

Thus social democrats emphasise addressing the causes of, rather than the symptoms of poverty. This means looking beyond the welfare safety net (e.g. Centrelink income security payments and other programs and services provided exclusively or primarily to poor and disadvantaged people) to critically examine the key socio-economic structures and systems – particularly taxation and industrial – which determine the distribution of wealth, income and power in this country. We must look not only at the measures taken to compensate those who do not benefit from the free market, but also at the extent to which the market per se creates and entrenches social and economic inequities. 

Part Two: How much Poverty? Current Poverty Levels

Poverty lines are a quasi-statistical device used to estimate how many people are said to be living in poverty at a particular time. Most poverty lines are set at some proportion of median or average income. For example, the Henderson Poverty Line is the best known and most widely used PL in Australia. The HPL measures poverty through comparison of income with a poverty benchmark which moves in line with population incomes.

The 1972-75 Henderson Commission of Inquiry into Poverty found that 10.2 per cent of Australians were very poor, and 7.7 per cent were rather poor. Further research suggests that poverty has increased since that time. For example, ACOSS (1999a) found over two million Australians living below the poverty line. Similarly, Anthony King (1998) from the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling estimated the percentage of those below the poverty line to be 16.7 per cent of households nationwide with a further 13.7 per cent classified as "rather poor”.

More recently, the Smith Family and the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling estimated that poverty levels had risen during the 1990s from 11 per cent to 13 per cent – to the point where one in eight people were living in poverty in 2000. According to this research, the incomes of poor families had increased by around $38 per week over the past 10 years. This was only half the rise in average incomes, which had increased by $66 per week. The average income had been driven up mainly by large increases to the top five per cent of income earners who had seen their weekly income increased by $172. Consequently, the overall gap between the poor and average incomes had increased from $80 in 1990 to $109 in 2000 (Harding et al 2001). 
Studies and campaigns by the Brotherhood of St Laurence and ACOSS have drawn particular attention to child poverty. These rates increased markedly in the 1970s and 80s due to increasing unemployment, the growth in sole parent numbers, and low social security payments for children. However, they were significantly moderated by the Family Package measures introduced by the Hawke Government in the late 1980s, leading to a fall from 18.2 per cent in 1982 to 12.5 per cent in 1995-96. The most recent study by McClelland (2000) estimates at least one in eight children are now living below the poverty line. 850,000 children are living in a family with no parent in the paid workforce.

In contrast, the number of millionaires in Australia more than doubled between 1993 and 1998 (Leveratt 2001:12).
Part Three: Who are the Poor?

According to King (1998), a disproportionate number of the unemployed - approx 70 per cent - live in poverty. Other groups with large numbers in poverty include the disabled, sole parents, Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders, recent migrants, large intact families, and aged single males.

McClelland (2000) describes children at the greatest risk of poverty as including: indigenous Australian children, the children of sole parent families, children where no parent is in paid work, children where the prime source of income is government income support, children in public or private rental accommodation, and children with parents from certain non-English speaking backgrounds.

Fincher & Wulff (1997) argue that a new geography of poverty has emerged. Thus we see heightened socioeconomic disparities within cities, selected coastal welfare regions in NSW and Queensland, declining rural towns with large numbers of households on social security payments, and declining industrial towns which have experienced severe cutbacks. Similarly, McClinton & Pawar (1999) argue that the incidence of rural poverty, both inside and outside the farming sector, appears to be at a higher level than urban poverty.

Part Four: Causes of Poverty

Some of the documented causes of poverty in Australia and other western countries include:

- Inadequate levels of government income support;

- Continuing rise in long-term unemployment;

- Changing families including the growing number of single-parent households;

- High housing costs and locational disadvantage;

· Low wages - Eardley (1998) argues that the phenomenon of working poverty in Australia is real and growing. He estimates that about one in five low-paid workers now live in poor families;

· Poor health;

· Substance abuse;

· Low levels of educational attainment (Donnison 2001).

Overall, there is international evidence that neoliberal policies based on cutting welfare services and programs consistently lead to increased levels of poverty and inequality. 

For example, the gap between the rich and poor in the United States is now larger than at any time in the past 20 years. Similar trends are prevalent in Britain and New Zealand. 

Britain and the United States also have the highest poverty rates in developed countries. Australia is now ranked 14th out of 17 countries. In contrast, countries such as Belgium and the Netherlands which spend a higher percentage of their GDP on social protection, have the lowest poverty rates in the OECD (Mendes 2003:71-72 & 80; Mishra 1999:29-32; Ziguras 2002).

Part Five: Costs and Effects of Poverty

Costs and effects of poverty include:

- Inadequate access to nutritional food or clothing, and a constant need for food vouchers and emergency relief;

- Social isolation from family and friends - children missing out on school camps and other leisure activities, little access to transport;

- Poor physical and mental health - children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to suffer from sight defects, speech disorders, obesity, developmental delay and related behaviour problems, to have difficulty in school, to become teen or sole parents, and to gain fewer educational qualifications than children from affluent homes;

- Poor housing and/or homelessness;

- Inferior educational opportunities;

- Alcohol and drug dependency;

- Involvement in crime;

- Embarrassment and intense discomfort at being forced to seek fnancial assistance, and to beg and to disclose intimate family details;

- Depression and powerlessness (Harding & Szukalska 1999; McClinton & Pawar 1999; Quinn 2000).

Centrelink clients interviewed by Saunders (1997) have described poverty as meaning :

- Not having enough money to make ends meet;

- Having to struggle to survive each and every day;

- Never having enough to be able to live decently;

- Never being able to afford any of the good things in life.

- Having to struggle to survive each and every day

McLelland (2000) describes the particular detrimental effects of child poverty as: financial distress, missing out on normal activities, isolation and exclusion, the lack of a secure home, and poor child development and health. These impacts can have long-term consequences for education, employment, and economic security as adults.

Part Six: What is to be Done?

Conservative Explanation: Blame the Poor

Right-wing literature generally blames poverty on the individual behaviour and attitudes of the poor, and seeks to reduce their dependence on state benefits. The social consequences of poverty such as crime and illhealth are attributed to the individual and family unit.

For example, studies quoted by Rank (1994), Becker (1997) & Johnson (1999) describe the poor as lazy, lacking drive and ambition, ability and talent; lacking morals, thrift and the skills of good financial management; and lacking in integrity and honesty. Such views reflect the historical distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor as in the 19th century English Poor Laws. 

The deserving poor - those who had become briefly dependent on poor relief through no fault of their own, and who with some assistance, could return to independence - are to be cared for. The undeserving poor (more recently labelled the underclass) whose poverty is viewed as the result of individual anti-social behaviour or moral defects - laziness, profligacy, reckless fertility and so on - are to be disciplined.
Neoliberal critics such as the American political scientist Charles Murray go even further by suggesting that the welfare system itself is responsible for poverty. Murray argues that the welfare state has undermined individual responsibility and made it profitable for the poor to become dependent on welfare. Thus the solution to poverty is to either cut or abolish social security payments in order to reduce dependence on welfare.

These views have been endorsed locally by neoliberal think tanks, and by prominent members of the Howard Government. For example, the Centre for Independent Studies tend to attribute disadvantage to personal incompetence or immorality such as substance abuse, promiscuity and gambling. They argue we should follow the American path by reducing state benefits, deregulating the labour market, and encouraging greater self-reliance (Saunders 2002).

Similarly, Tony Abbott, the Federal Minister for Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business, has argued that “poverty is in part a function of individual behaviour”. This is because “we can’t stop people drinking, we can’t stop people gambling, and we can’t stop people having substance problems. We can’t stop people from making mistakes that cause them to be less well off than they might otherwise be”. Abbott claims that the unemployed freely choose a “lifestyle” of no work, and argues that a combination of “help and hassle” is required to convince job seekers to enter paid employment (cited in Mendes 2002). 

Neoliberal assumptions were also reflected in the 1999 McClure Welfare Reform Review which addressed only the symptoms of poverty, rather than the structural causes. The major recommendations of the review pertained to the individual actions and behaviour of poor people and the functioning of the welfare system, rather than to the failings of broader socio-economic structures and systems.
Structural/Social Democratic Explanation: Increase Social Security Payments

Groups such as the welfare lobby look beyond individual hardship to identify the structural factors which cause poverty. 

For example, the Henderson Inquiry into Poverty argued that "poverty in Australia was inseparable from inequalities firmly entrenched in our social structure. Inequalities of income and wealth reinforce and are reinforced by inequalities of educational provision, health standards and care, housing conditions, employment conditions and prospects, and access to legal structures". Henderson called for the "redistribution of income and services, and other measures to increase the capacity of poor people to exercise power".

According to Taylor (1999), surveys suggest that most Australians favor a structural rather than individual analysis of poverty, and support substantial government expenditure to reduce poverty.

ACOSS (1999), St Vincent De Paul (1999), and McLelland (2000), for example, recommend:

1) An increase in the rate of unemployment payments to raise recipients above the poverty line;

2) Additional employment assistance for the long-term unemployed, and an overall reduction in unemployment without increasing wage poverty;

3) Increased access to public and community housing and rent assistance;

4) Improved affordability of essential health and community services such as dental care, child care, and respite care;

5) The development of innovative, holistic programs in areas of high concentration of poverty.

Conclusion

Australia faces real political choices in our approach to poverty. On the one hand, we can continue to go down the American path of lower taxation and lower minimum wages in the hope that this will facilitate higher employment for less skilled workers. This approach tends to narrowly examine the behavioural characteristics of the poor and the dynamics of the welfare system in isolation from the broader structures which create and entrench social and economic inequities. However, all the international evidence suggests that such policies run the risk of promoting vastly increased income inequality and working poverty.

On the other hand, we can consider the alternative policies favoured by many European countries based on progressive taxation, universal welfare, and higher real wages to promote greater egalitarianism, and reduced working poverty. These policies suggest at least some commitment to notions of collective rather than individual responsibility for poverty.
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