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ABSTRACT
This submission is different from many others you may receive in that I will make no effort to mathematically prove or disprove the existence of poverty in Australia, or suggest where a poverty-line should or should not sit .    Rather, I will outline a fundamental philosophical flaw in current welfare policy which has compromised objective analysis of poverty and led to the social exclusion of many welfare recipients.

It involves the Howard government’s efforts to base its welfare reform agenda on the assumption that able-bodied welfare recipients consider welfare dependency a lifestyle choice rather than a personal tragedy.   Such an assertion is false, and should not be permitted to drive social policy in a democratic society.  

In the following pages, I will demonstrate how government ministers have side-stepped the realities of social disadvantage, economic hardship, mass-redundancies, global industrial change, and official unemployment statistics to promote a welfare reform agenda based more on prejudice than analysis.

Lack of objective inquiry is the main reason why the true extent of poverty in Australia cannot currently be measured, and why the issue remains a subject of heated debate.   I suspect this lack of solid data will become evident in other submissions – not because the authors have been slipshod in their presentations, but because comprehensive information is simply not available.

Exactly why this void exists is unclear, but the behaviour of government ministers and media organizations suggests they may be involved in an ongoing campaign to conceal the true extent of poverty and unemployment from the Australian public.

Why they would want to do this is open to speculation, but I believe I have identified both the process at work here and the main motivating force behind it.    In the text, I describe the process as “The Golden Lie” and describe the motivating force as “Floodgate Paranoia”.   I also present examples of where they are manifest.   These examples are contained in Parliamentary Hansard, ministerial statements, media reports, personal correspondence, case-histories from my own experience and documents relating to the government’s welfare reform process. 

For the purposes of this discussion, I will define poverty in the Australian context as “an absence of choices and lack of personal resources”.   This definition is useful in broadening our understanding of “the extent and nature of poverty and inequality in Australia”, and should also provide insights to developing the capacity of individuals to become “financially self-sufficient”.

Examination of the “choice” factor will be helpful in measuring the veracity of current methods used to measure poverty.    It should also bring new meaning to the term “mutual obligation”. 

Hopefully, my contribution – and others like it - will lead to a reassessment of the true level of disadvantage faced by people whose lives have fallen into disarray through forces beyond their control. 
POVERTY IN AN AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT

According to the Brotherhood of Saint Laurence, 1.6 million, (11 per cent of the population) lived in households with an income below the poverty line in 1996.     More recent figures are hard to come by, but some estimates put the current percentage of the population at 30 per cent.   According to Centelink, more than 2.5 million receive some kind of government welfare payment.    

Different people fall into poverty for different reasons, and a number of specific groups can be identified.   Among them are: Aborigines, people with physical disabilities or mental illnesses, single parents, aged pensioners, homeless people, students, under-employed people and unemployed people.     

All these groups have one thing in common: a shortage of the basic life-resources and a range of choices most members of the Australian community take for granted.   Many of the people in these groups rely on government support to help pay for their food, shelter, clothing and medical expenses, while some depend on charity groups for these things.  All have a need for social participation, education, personal development, entertainment and interpersonal relationships.

Broadly speaking, an individual who lacks any of these things can be considered poor, yet it does not automatically follow that poverty has been eliminated when they are present.   If these things are available only through benevolent assistance, with the individual relying on income-support and charity for sustenance, poverty still exists.
In Australia, welfare recipients are protected from ABJECT POVERTY by government income-support and benevolent assistance provided by charity groups, but remain trapped in RELATIVE POVERTY until such time as they are able to provide for their own needs through their own efforts.    

The generally accepted pathway to self-sufficiency is through employment, and for most Australians finding work has traditionally been a relatively easy exercise.    However, over the last three decades, the industrial landscape has changed and unemployment has risen.

Change has been gradual, yet profound.   Computerisation and automation have proved an enormous boon to industry, but they have also made many thousands of workers redundant.   Globalisation has re-refined the meaning of “labour-market competition”, with some Australian manufacturers moving their operations offshore to take advantage of low wages and relaxed industry standards in “emerging economies”.   Through the same process, Australian workers have found themselves forced to compete with Third World wages while paying First World rents.   Employers cut costs wherever they can.   Some encourage their staff to become multi-skilled, while others employ skeleton-crews, and hire casual workers as the need arises.   In many factories, employees work longer and harder than ever before, with the hour-value of their unpaid overtime alone being equal to 400,000 full-time jobs.

These changes have led to a curious division of fortunes.   People living on the margins of society have slipped deeper into disadvantage, those in middle Australia continue to hold their own, and others living further up the economic ladder have witnessed an increase in fortune.   Politicians and employer groups have tended to talk-up the positive trends and play down the negatives, so the plight of those on the bottom of the heap has been largely ignored,

Given the fact that the good news has outweighed the bad, it’s hardly surprising that talk of growing unemployment should be met with incomprehension.   Without information about the problems facing job-seekers, members of the general public have no appreciation of their situation.   Small wonder, then, that able-bodied welfare recipients who can’t find work should be branded “malingerers”.     
POVERTY AND UNEMPLOYMENT

According to various government ministers have stated their belief that the best way out of poverty is through paid employment    Unfortunately, these people have been less forthcoming in explaining how this might be achieved, and have had nothing to say about the level of handicap many job-seekers face.   
Success in the jobs market relies on the strength an individual’s bargaining-power.    Major factors involved include: Qualifications, experience and skills; Availability and access to own transport; Presentation, confidence, amiability, good health and a stable background; Interests shared with the employer and commitment to the aims of the company; Influential connections and interesting leisure-time pursuits.   The more of these things job-seekers possess, the greater their chance of employment.  

THE ODDS OF FINDING WORK -  ADVANTAGE

	LEVELS OF ADVANTAGE - IN THE JOBS MARKET
1: Average Person 50/50

2: Educated with Trade

3: Highly Educated

4: Upper Middle Class

5: Rich, educated and well-connected
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THE ODDS OF FINDING WORK -  DISADVANTAGE

Conversely, the fewer of the above mentioned assets a job-seeker possesses, the slimmer their prospects for employment.   If a job-seeker has little to work with from the beginning, the process of accumulating advantage can be long and hard.   In the current economic climate, people classed as “long-term-unemployed” have  little real prospect of earning a full-time wage.

	LEVELS OF DISADVANTAGE - IN THE JOBS MARKET

1: Unskilled Jobless

2: Health Probs/Age

3: Access Problems

4: Long-term Jobless

5: Homeless
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THE ODDS OF FINDING WORK
If we accept Australian Bureau of Statistics unemployment figures as an accurate measure, an unemployed person’s chances of getting work stand at about 1 in 6.  However, when we consider that this number is arrived at by comparing the number of people registered for Newstart or Youth Allowance with the number of advertised job vacancies we must question the accuracy of the figure.   

	WORK – HOW MANY LOOKING?

      A.  Advertised Jobs

1   Official Unemployed

2   Unofficial Jobless

3   Unregistered School Leavers

4   Workers Changing Jobs
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Most advertised jobs are beyond the scope of the average unemployed person.   Many of these positions are advertised in the “Professional” section of newspapers, and are usually filled by people leaving tertiary education or moving within the existing workforce.   When we also factor-in competition from other groups not counted in statistics, and the assorted handicaps of long-term unemployed people, the odds of finding work blow out to more than 1,000 to 1. 

	MISLEADING JOB STATISTICS

Governments cook the unemployment figures in two main ways.  The first involves understating the true level of unemployment (as previously discussed) and the second involves overstating the amount of available employment.    

The Howard government has taken pride in claiming it has created one million jobs since it took up office in 1996.   However, to the best of my knowledge, no records are available to show how many of these jobs still exist.   Chances are, many still provide a wage for somebody, but there’s no way of knowing how many have been lost during the last 6 years.   Natural attrition will have accounted for a significant number, and some others would probably have been short-term in nature. 

These would have included positions created through wage-subsidy-schemes.   In some instances where funding in a subsidy-scheme lapsed after, say 4 months, and an employer dismissed the new worker after perhaps 6 months, the job then ceased to exist, yet remained on the government’s tally-sheet.   In cases where many employers double-dipped into wage subsidy schemes, the statistical distortion is likely to have been more pronounced.

There is also the question of how “new” jobs are classified.   Although I do not know the criteria applied by the ABS in this regard, I wonder how many vacancies in industries with high worker turnover are considered “new” jobs each time they are advertised.   If no conditions apply here, it is likely that a mere 10 positions where workers have been replaced 10 times might appear statistically as 100 jobs.   

Of even greater concern are guidelines relating to part-time work.   The government claim that one million jobs have been created is enhanced by the manner in which the ABS has been instructed to classify data about part-time work.   Apparently, a job of as little as one hour per week is given the same statistical value as one involving 35 or 40 hours.    If 10 unemployed people work 4 hours per week each, they are effectively sharing one 40 hour per week job.   In addition to that, they must all still supplement their incomes with government income-support payments.   On paper, these people are “unemployed” and “employed” at the same time, and 9 full-time jobs are shown to exist where they don’t.   

Note: This is a cursory analysis based on available information.   The Australian Bureau of Statistics may be able to provide clarification of the finer points.




But that’s only half the story.   Long-term-unemployment is more than just an inconvenience.   Lack of access to job-opportunities robs people of much more than money.  Our work gives us a sense of personal worth and provides us with a social passport, through which we gain acceptance in the eyes of our fellow citizens.   When we lose our work, we lose our place in the community.   Considering the negative impacts people in these circumstances experience, it seems strange that dole-bludger mythology should remain strong in the Australian community, but it does.
AN ILLUSION OF CHOICE

On of the great paradoxes of Australian society lies in the popular belief that anyone who wants a job can get one, in spite of the fact that Bureau of Statistics figures tell a completely different story.    Exactly the same logic seems to have been applied to the poverty question.

For many years, the Australian community has been unable to draw the distinction between abject poverty and relative poverty.   This has been largely due to the common belief that poverty was something that existed somewhere else, and the assumption that if an Australian person’s basic survival needs were met, opportunities for advancement would present themselves.   What believers in this notion have failed to identify is the difference between BASIC SURVIVAL and BASIC FUNCTION in the emerging global industrial landscape.    Where forty years ago an individual could earn a living without much education, or computer skills, or a mobile telephone or access to private transport, today these things have become almost standard requirements for job-seekers.
In the current labour-market, with employment opportunities in some sectors drying up, a significant group of people who lack these standard requirements have slipped into poverty.   Government income support provides for their SURVIVAL needs, but their lack of access to the resources needed for FUNCTION in the community has caused them to become trapped on welfare.   Because income support payments stave off ABJECT POVERTY, these people are not considered poor, yet their inability to compete in the new labour market has given rise to their RELATIVE POVERTY.  

Unfortunately, their plight remains hidden.   Official acknowledgement of relative poverty is likely to entail concessions, and that is why successive governments have avoided dialogue on the subject.  In the absence of objective analysis, mainstream Australians have grown suspicious of welfare recipients and a culture of “us and them” has emerged.
These things lay at the heart of the ongoing dispute between politicians and the welfare community regarding where the poverty-line should be drawn.   Government ministers appear to subscribe to the view that no person with food in their stomach and clothes on their back should be considered poor.   The welfare lobby, on the other hand, appears to associate poverty with an individual’s inability to provide for his or her own needs.  Some government ministers have blamed this on the personal shortcomings of the victims.   They refuse to concede that an OPPORTUNUITIES GAP exists and doggedly argue that employment is available for anyone who wants it.    

Their argument is helped along by a lack of obvious signs of poverty, due in large part to the effectiveness of the welfare safety-net.   On the surface, most unemployed people appear well-fed, reasonably well-clothed and reasonably healthy, but this image of prosperity is also an image of people locked in cold-storage.   They may not be dirt-poor, but they are unable to fully participate in the life of the community until such time as a need can be found for the skills they possess.   In effect, they are in exile.     

This state of exile goes largely unnoticed because politicians avoid talking about it and media organisations are more concerned with “good news stories” and the interests of taxpaying consumers.   Generally speaking, the major community focus for politicians is that group variously described as taxpayers, consumers, mainstreamers and “families”.   Their values are largely based on Anglo-Saxon Protestant values.   Because these people are mostly employed, many consider a work-ethic a good measure of a person’s worth.    

People in poverty don’t usually fit the stereotypical image of an average Aussie.   Because many don’t work, and have fallen out of the “normal” networks, they are viewed as people who choose not to “fit in” – and are routinely labelled “loners” or “misfits”. 

Growing numbers of people are not “fitting in” because infrastructures are shrinking, reducing, in turn, opportunities for involvement in the community.   Because displaced  people are “outside” community networks, they are deemed to be outcasts.  

Most people associate this phenomenon with individual differences, believing that the person in question couldn’t fit in or chose not to.    But another important aspect of this society-victim dynamic involves the social exclusion associated with loss of employment through industrial downsizing, global industrial change and erosion of social infrastructure; and the polarisation of communities which accompanies the development of rich and poor sectors.

While networks exist for people with identifiable handicaps, such as people with physical disabilities, the network within which jobseekers must exist  - both Centrelink and the Jobs Network -  is geared towards moving jobless people from welfare to work.  Emphasis is placed on moving towards employment, regardless of how far away that might realistically be.   The question of coping with the business of being without work is left to the individual.   Some welfare agencies help where they can, but they too are trapped within a culture where distain for unemployment has led to an inability to fully accept unemployed people as people of equal status to working taxpayers.  

MY PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

Contrary to popular belief, long-term unemployment is no picnic.   It’s tedious and soul-destroying.  Ongoing struggle with rejection, isolation and community prejudice is a breeding-ground for bitter resentment and depression.

I know these feelings all too well.  I have been trapped in the twilight world of long-term-unemployment for many years.    I am well-acquainted with the sense of irrelevance and thoughts of suicide that dwell there.
However, I know I am not alone.  I’m just one of many thousands of middle-aged males without the skills or qualifications required by employers in the current industrial environment.   As I am almost 50, my age works against me in my search for work.   Minor health problems – asthma, short-sightedness (glasses) and a history of hernias – limit the range of jobs I can apply for. 

I have not always been unemployed.   I have held down several jobs in my working life.  However, in the last few years, the only paid employment I have had is casual work through a temp agency.   This work is mostly available in the months leading up to Christmas.  For the rest of the year, I must seek work I have no hope of getting to satisfy Centrelink I am not a dole-cheat.   I don’t like relying on government income-support, and I don’t like relying on my parents for shelter.   The grim truth is that if I didn’t have these two lifelines, I would be either living on the street or pushing up the daisies. 


These days, I have little confidence in my ability to ever work full-time in the traditional sense again.   At the same time, I cannot imagine that any government is likely to develop a practical way to help me gain financial independence.   That is why I have no real interest in co-operating with Centrelink’s dead-end Activities test arrangements.   Chances are, that means I’ll have my income-support payments cancelled – again – fairly soon.

I can’t begin to tell you how frustrating it is to have to play games with Centrelink when I know I have skills nobody wants.   I have considerable talent as a writer and artist, but employment in these fields is very limited.    Opportunities must be made rather than sought, and I am doing my level best to make them
Almost all my spare time is taken up creating books and developing educational computer packages in the hope that this will one day lead to financial self-sufficiency.    I know this material will be very marketable – once I have moved it out of the outdated programs it was created in and load it into a more sophisticated software package.

My biggest problem here is keeping up with changes in technology.   New software is very expensive, and I seldom have extra money to spend on such things.    As it is, the computer I use is not my own; the car I drive is not my own, but the work I am doing here is the only thing keeping body and soul together.   If I can’t get help from a publisher or distributor to market my work, I will simply package it and sell it myself.   I have access to the basic equipment, but because it’s relatively primitive, I don’t expect to sell too many before the upgrade.  Shartage of money is always a problem.  It’s very easy to fall behind in a rapidly changing world, so I don’t really know if I can make it through.   All I can do is keep trying.

Of course, having explained all this, I can’t really say for sure how I have come to be where I am.   To some extent, my situation is probably partly due to bad advice, bad luck and bad timing.    There is also a chance that I may have missed out on opportunities because I was unaware of how to take advantage of them when they presented themselves (although I really can’t recall when this might have happened).    I suppose I could also take responsibility for the fact that I have always been a bespectacled person of short stature, whose body could never be relied on to perform as well as it might have. 

I can accept that things like these might have contributed to my lack of employment success, but I will never accept that labour-market shrinkage has not been a factor.    I will also probably never know the extent to which global industrial change has worked against me.    Nobody seems to want to talk about that.

Them of course, there’s the question of personal attitude.   If my inability to find work is, in fact, a product of my own attitude, it springs from the hostility I feel in the knowledge that I am seeking to honestly address my situation in a society controlled by people who are less than honest in their assessment of my circumstances.   If my experience was isolated, I could find a way to blame everything on myself, but when more than half a million other people share my condition, I wonder what is really going on here.   The suggestion that so many of us choose to live this way may be popular, but it is a lie.   If you can’t see the truth of what I say after reading this document, it will be because you don’t want to. 

A LOADED DICE

From where I stand, it seems quite clear that our political leaders are playing the game of welfare politics in Australia with loaded dice.    

Of course, there’s nothing particularly new about this.   Bill Hayden drew attention to the imbalance as long ago as 1981.   In a Ministerial Review of Commonwealth Functions Statement in 1981 (30-4-81) he said: “…The report of the Myers Inquiry into Unemployment  Benefit Policy and Administration  shows that tax concessions for business in  1979-80 cost taxpayers $3,500m.   Budget allocations to business this year totalled $825m.   There is no doubt about it, if one is resourceful and has initiative, one can get a lot of help.   The protection transfer from consumers to producers will cost about $5,500m this year.   So we are talking about support, directly and indirectly, for business in this country of the order of more than $10,000m this year, or $1 in every $7 that consumers spend.   That is the sort of burden they have to bear to keep private enterprise going.   I resent the talk about the bludgers on social welfare handouts when I see that sort of thing.  I do not condemn it in all regards.   In many respects it is important.  But, it does evidence the preferential way in which Government goes about distributing the burden of sacrifice.”    

The same imbalance exists today.    The Howard government continues to apologise for the “mistakes’ of big business, while its ministers take pot-shots at welfare recipients.   Some of the more obvious examples of these attacks appear random, such as Tony Abbott’s suggestions that unemployed people are “job snobs”, and that poverty is, “in part, a function of personal behaviour”, but closer examination tells a different story.   Analysis of statements made in recent years reveals a pattern of language seemingly designed to assassinate the credibility of welfare recipients.   Example of this pattern appear below.  I could have listed more, but time and space limitations prevent me doing so.

	EXAMPLE  1
	“Capacity to Benefit”


	When Senator Amanada Vanstone was Employment Minister, she once implied that  unemployed people who didn’t fit into government programs were "unable to benefit from the services provided."   I wasn’t sure what she meant until I read a transcript of discussions of the Senate Employment, Education and Training Legislation Committee (23-10-96).   According to the text, people who exhibited a lack of “capacity to benefit” were described as “ a small group of people for whom, as long as their current circumstances prevail, no reasonably affordable level of labour market assistance will be able to secure regular unsubsidised and sustainable employment.”   Among the recommendations put forward in relation to determining an individual’s capacity to benefit, was that: “ the process of assessment should focus on personal and individual characteristics, not on matters of regional locational circumstances;…” I was all in favour of individual treatment, but I couldn’t understand how locational circumstances, and other “prevailing” circumstances for that matter, could be considered insignificant.    Perhaps the focus on “personal and individual characteristics” afforded service-providers the opportunity to develop pro-active strategies, whereas, acceptance of labour market realities limited their options 

It seemed to me that “capacity to benefit” was one of those euphemistic expressions designed to provide a convenient excuse for why ill-conceived programs failed to produce the desired results.   The underlying inference was that people who lacked “capacity to benefit” were flawed in some way.   Through use of the term “capacity to benefit”, administrators could blame inadequacies in their programs on the personal shortcomings of  clients.



	EXAMPLE  2
Not About Blaming the Victim?
In 1999, Senator Jocelyn Newman (then Minister for Family and Community Services) launched the government’s welfare reform process at the National Press Club in Canberra.   During her speech, she insisted that welfare reform was not about blaming the victim, yet she implied several times that welfare dependency was a lifestyle-choice.    At one point she said: “…it’s neither fair nor moral to expect the hard-working men and women of this country to underwrite what can only be described as a destructive and self-indulgent welfare mentality.”    While this point is a valid one in itself, what value is there in repeating it if you’re not interested in blaming somebody for something?      During her speech, she implied that welfare dependency was a lifestyle-choice no less than twelve times. 




	EXAMPLE  3
Narrow Terms of Reference

McClure Welfare Reform Reference Group was convened to investigate “welfare dependency”, yet its Terms of Reference- set down by the government - make no mention of the environmental factors, such as globalisation, automation of industry, erosion of the manufacturing and rural sectors, or the statistically proven reality of job-shortage. 

From the outset, the welfare reform process has been carefully manipulated to avoid discussion of issues which might force a more objective analysis of the situation, and lead to outcomes other than those already decided upon.  



	EXAMPLE  4
What Mutual Obligation?

Mutual obligation is a term government ministers have bandied around a great deal in regard to welfare.

In my opinion, the idea that all Australians should assume responsibility for the community in which they live is a good thing.   Mutual obligation is a reciprocal arrangement involving dialogue, and lies at the heart of democratic practice.

Unfortunately, this isn’t exactly how the Howard government interprets the expression.   John Howard has defined it as people on welfare giving something back for their income-support payment, but I have yet to see a written definition in any government document.

Mutual obligation is clearly problematic for policy-makers, because it invites dialogue when our political leaders would rather not have any.   That is probably why the government paper released when the welfare reform process was first announced gave nothing away.

The paper was titled: "The Future of Welfare in the 21st Century - Unemployed People on Newstart Allowance and Youth Allowance".    In it, the section headed: "What is the Mutual Obligation initiative ?"  explained that:  "The Mutual Obligation Initiative puts the broad principles of mutual obligation into practice".   That was all it said.    No attempt was made to explain what "mutual obligation" actually was.   The mechanics of the Mutual Obligation Initiative were outlined, but nothing was revealed about its philosophical foundation or aims.   



	EXAMPLE  5
A Question in the Senate

During Senate Question Time in Federal Parliament on 3-4-2000, Senator Brian Harradine asked Senator Jocelyn Newman (then Minister for Family and Community Services) a question about the stress of unemployment.    In précis, his question might have read:” Do you acknowledge that unemployed people experience stress?”   Senator Newman’s response, in précis, might have read “No”.

FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 1



	EXAMPLE  6
A Question in the House

During Question Time in the House of Representatives on 5-4-2000, the ALP Member for Chifley, Roger Price, asked the Prime Minister a question about (then Employment Services Minister) Tony Abbott’s verbal attacks on unemployed people.   John Howard’s response was long-winded, but the entire exchange could have been reduced to two lines:   To the question:  "Do you support Tony Abbott's demonisation of unemployed people?"   John Howard answered  "Yes." 

FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 2



	EXAMPLE  7
More Rhetoric

In October 2000, I sent emails to various politicians.  In each, I asked a specific question, which read as follows:      

"Given that employment is the main alternative to reliance on income-support;  and given that Bureau of Statistics figures show that unemployed people outnumber job vacancies several times over;  and given that automation and globalisation have led to job-losses - particularly in the manufacturing and rural sectors:   by what criteria has the government decided that "welfare-dependency" is the chosen lifestyle of income-support recipients ?   In short, how can dole-bludger innuendo form the basis of government welfare policy ?"

The only reply I received came from the Department of Family and Community Services(dated 15-11-2000).    It was from David Kalisch (Executive Director of Social and Economic Participation, who wrote on behalf of the Minister for Family and Community Services  and the Minister for Community Services.    It contained the usual rhetoric about the government’s plans, but no attempt was made to answer the question.
FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 3



	EXAMPLE  8
A A Closed-door Coalition
Two major components of the Howard government’s welfare reform paper Australians Working Together   are (1) the concept of mutual obligation, and (2) a proposed Social Coalition.    Listed participants in the Social Coalition include government departments, business organizations, community groups, welfare organizations and individuals.   At no point are welfare recipients mentioned; which begs the question: are welfare recipients supposed to be active participants in the process of their own advancement, or just passive beneficiaries?   If mutual obligation is to mean anything more than compliance with Centrelink instructions, these people should be taken on board in a conspicuous manner.    At present, it is quite clear that they are not supposed to have a voice.




	EXAMPLE  9
No Poverty in Australa
In 2002, the National Coalition Against Poverty invited Family and Community Services Minister Amanda Vanstone to participate in activities planned for October 17th – the United Nations International day for the Elimination of Poverty.   Her response to the invitation was to refer the matter to the Department of Foreign Affairs.   Apparently, poverty does not exist in Australia.




	EXAMPLE  10
	“Capacity to Work”


	In 2002, the government attempted to change eligibility criteria  for the Disability Support Pension.   In explaining the proposed changes, Senator Amanda Vanstone drew a distinction between able-bodied people and those with obvious disabilities.   What she seemed to be suggesting was that people with “invisible” ailments, such as conditions that do not inhibit basic physical function,(i.e. depression, back injury, minor or transient incapacities, and possibly even mental illness) have a “capacity to work”, and should therefore not be classed as “disabled”.   

While this argument might seem acceptable in a discussion about Disability Support Pension, it reveals a dangerously flippant attitude to job-seekers.    Using the term  “capacity to work” in preference to “access to opportunity” is effectively the same as replacing the word “is” with “should”.    In other words, if a person is physically capable of performing tasks, that person should be able to get a job, regardless of whether or not a job vacancy exists.   Such logic belongs to the world of Peter Pan, yet it has appeared repeatedly in government statements about welfare issues since the mid-1990s. 



	EXAMPLE  11
	Tax Incentives


	In January 2003, Tony Abbott announced the launch of another aspect of the government’s welfare reform agenda.   It involved the introduction of a scheme to reduce tax disincentives for people moving from welfare to work.   While this is a welcome measure, it doesn’t address the real issue of job-shortage.   The major focus here, once again, is the level of effort unemployed people are required to put into job-search.   The only jobs here are theoretical.    




These examples conform to a pattern.   Common features are: 1: Avoidance of government responsibility; 2: Avoidance of dialogue; 3: Shifting the onus for solutions onto welfare recipients; 4: Denying welfare recipients or their supporters any right-of-reply.

The presence of this pattern suggests the marginalisation of welfare recipients is no accident.   The level of premeditation exhibited here suggests a calculated process of social exclusion is at play.

Given that this is so obvious, the lack of community protest is surprising.   Even community welfare organisations seem to have acquiesced to the government’s narrow approach.   Why they might do this has long been a mystery to me, but it’s possible their decision might be based on concern for national security. 

THE GOLDEN LIE

A central element of sound government is responsible economic management.   Economic managers often subscribe to the theory that good economic management is the basis of good social management, owing to the phenomenon they describe as "the trickle-down-effect".   Theoretically, prosperity at the top end of town is supposed to stimulate economic growth on all levels of the community, enabling individuals to grasp new opportunities as they present themselves.

Unfortunately, there’s a catch.   This kind of logic may have been appropriate in the 1970s, but the nature of industry and patterns of economic activity have changed a great deal since then.   A major redistribution of work and wealth has concentrated cash-flows in centres of economic activity, and rationalisation of infrastructures has produced pockets of disadvantage in places recently considered prosperous.   The trickle-down effect no longer works as it once did.

Because these changes have been rapid, and bureaucracies slow to respond to them, it has taken some time for patterns to emerge.   At the same time, because the resulting shift in personal fortunes has led to an explosion in demand for government income support, politicians fear that addressing the problem may prove costly.   To make matters worse, the rising number of people eligible for Aged Pension poses a serious challenge to Australia’s taxation-base.    

To avoid a massive budget blow-out, our economic managers must perform a delicate balancing-act.   On the one hand, they have an obligation to provide income-support to people who cannot fend for themselves, but on the other, they must maintain the impression that the unemployment/poverty problem is not serious for the sake of economic stability.

THE GOLDEN LIE
Because a nation’s unemployment-rate is an economic indicator, it influences interest-rates, currency-exchange-rates and investor confidence. Given that governments have an interest in maintaining economic stability, some politicians might be tempted to “cook the books” to make the situation appear better than it actually is

The Golden Lie is an open secret in Australian business, yet few people who know about it will openly discuss it because its strength relies on its obscurity.   However, from time to time, small clues pointing to it existence appear.   

One came to light early in 1999, when Treasurer Peter Costello, conceded that the level of joblessness would not drop below 7.5 per cent in the immediate future.   He was confirming earlier criticism from the Council of Small Business Organizations that:  "... Treasury analysts appeared to have quietly increased the level of structural unemployment deemed acceptable for the purposes of Budget projections from 5.5 per cent to about 7.5 per cent, leading to 'an unmandated level of complacency." (The Age 2-3-98).    
This statement suggested that treasury had manipulated structural unemployment statistics “for the purposes of Budget projections.”   If this is true, then it follows logically that the switch from 5.5 per cent to 7.5 per cent shown in this example might easily have been reversed for the purposes of economic forecasting.

The Golden Lie is all about maintaining an illusion of stability, and it has been achieved through a good deal of fiddling.   The methods used include:

- Limiting the number of “unemployed” people by counting only those eligible for unemployment-related benefits

- Cooking the books to understate the level of joblessness

-Cooking the books to overstate the amount of new work by instructing the Bureau of Statistics to give a job of one hour per week the same statistical value as one involving 35 or 40 hours.

- Imposing strict eligibility criteria for unemployment-related benefits to limit the number of applicants

- Imposing strict breach-penalties for welfare recipients found guilty of relative minor transgressions  in their dealings  with Centrelink.

- Hiding the real intent of these penalties by using dole-bludger mythology to perpetuate the illusion that jobless people    can’t find work because they are lazy.

- Shifting some unemployed people from Newstart Allowance onto Disability Support Pension, where they are not counted in unemployment statistics

- Discouraging young people from applying for Newstart Allowance by introducing a means-tested Youth Allowance that offers little financial reward for many applicants.

To welfare recipients, the introduction of such measures is something like a death-of-a-thousand-cuts, but few observers seem compelled to complain.   The reason is quite simple.  It is the oldest reason in the world.  It is fear; a fear that I call “Floodgate Paranoia”.

FLOODGATE PARANOIA

Floodgate Paranoia is the name I have given to the fear that making concessions to people in difficulty will lead to a flood of demands for help that would overwhelm the capacity of service-providers to meet them.   This has already manifest itself in the area of Aboriginal Reconciliation, with the Prime Minister refusing to officially apologise to the "stolen generation" for fear that it would lead to a flood of compensation claims.   

The same logic applies to the Asylum Seeker issue.    Illegal immigrants to Australia are kept in detention because our making them more welcome would be seen as an invitation to others to follow in their footsteps.      

A similar situation exists on the unemployment front.   Government ministers refuse to acknowledge the reality of job shortage because such a concession might force a relaxation of eligibility criteria for income-support payments, and result in more people lodging claims for assistance - placing an even greater burden on the system than exists at present.    

The poverty question is no different.   Floodgate Paranoia explains why government ministers insist the gap between rich and poor Australians is not growing, yet avoid dialogue on the subject.   Their silence suggests they have something to hide, and that “something” is, quite simply, the truth.
SMOKE AND MIRRORS

The tentacles of the Golden Lie extend to many areas of social policy in Australia.   Over the years, it has stimulated a subtle shift of focus in the administration of unemployment-related welfare payments.   Where unemployment was once considered a problem in need of a solution, it now bears the earmarks of an embarrassment in need of concealment.   Evidently, analysis has taken a back seat to ideology, and innuendo has replaced dialogue.

This is not a very satisfactory way of doing business.   In the normal course of events, problem-solving involves analysis of the given situation, identification of the negative factors involved, and the formulation of a list of positive action options aimed at bringing about an improvement in conditions.

When applied to human situations, consideration must be given to both the forces acting on the people involved, and the manner in which those people respond to their environment.   Part of the assessment process here should involve examination of the willingness and ability of these people to improve their situation.   

Unfortunately, this process has not been followed in the case of government welfare policy on unemployment.    Examination of government documents and statements reveals the application of a very narrow focus, in which key elements of the discussion have been ignored.   These include: The true level of unemployment; the true extent of handicaps confronting jobless people; the impact of global industrial change on local job market opportunities; the resource-limitations which inhibit skills development and social interaction.   

Because these things have not been taken into consideration, opportunities for unemployed people appear to be more numerous than they really are.   Consequently, when jobless people claim they can’t find work, many observers blame their failure on lack of personal effort.

This narrow focus also governs the application of eligibility criteria for Newstart Allowance and related benefits.   Payment is intended to provide income-support for people who can’t find work, yet no account is taken of a lack of job opportunities.   Rather than acknowledge the truth, administrators base eligibility for payment on an applicant’s involvement in job-search and training activities.   

Admittedly, the existing system is designed to provide income-support without making life too easy for dole cheats, but because the assessment process is performance-based, focus remains fixed on the behaviour of the individual rather than the environmental causes of that person’s reliance on welfare.

 Because this situation has never faced challenge, the bias it has generated is now entrenched in policy.   Over the years, the requirements of the Golden Lie have been reinforced, and various changes in the administration of job-search and welfare services have further driven a wedge between welfare recipients and the environment which has given rise to their economic difficulties. 

Changes in policy focus include:

1. Changes to the Activities test and the adoption of a breaching program which have more to do with an individual’s        relationship with Centrelink than that person’s standing in the labour market;   

2. Abandonment of government responsibility for the provision of job-search-assistance through the creation of the privately run Jobs Network (which gives the government power to control the apparatus without being accountable for shortcomings in service delivery).

3. A welfare reform agenda which identifies “welfare dependency” as a lifestyle choice rather than an economic necessity.

In an ideal situation, this shift would be subject to analysis and open dialogue, but because it is a manifestation of the Golden Lie, that examination has not taken place.  For the same reason, slurs on the character of welfare recipients have also gone unchallenged.   Such slurs are in direct contravention of the presumption of innocence in Common Law, and also a challenge to the philosophy underpinning Defamation Law.
Unfortunately, such considerations pale to insignificance in the face of Floodgate Paranoia, leaving many jobless people locked in the soul-destroying task of seeking non-existent work.   These people are trapped in a situation where job-seeking is a full-time occupation, and their dole-payment has become an “end” rather than a “means” to improving their lot.   

GREMLINS IN THE MACHINE

In many ways, Australia’s welfare apparatus is an anachronism.   The philosophy upon which it is based was forged in a bygone era, and many of the rules governing it no longer apply to the real world.   For many, it is a life-support system from which there is no escape and for which there is no alternative.    All Australians are locked in a love-hate relationship with it, but until our social circumstances change we can ill-afford to do without it.   In the meantime, there is still room for improvement, and a study of how the machinery works is long overdue.    

In my opinion, the greatest problem with our welfare apparatus is that it seeks to serve several conflicting agendas at the same time.   Sometimes it’s hard to tell if Centrelink’s main client group is made up of welfare recipients or taxpayers.    Of course, the needs of both must be considered, but the challenge of serving two disparate sets of priorities at once has created some major anomalies within the welfare machine.   For a variety of reasons many remain hidden from public view, but welfare recipients must live with them on a daily basis.

Below are two from my own personal experience.

	CASE 1
	Square Peg - Round Hole



	In 1996, I was involved in a seven week long standoff with the Department of Social Security.   Being unemployed, I was expected to provide details about employers I had contacted in my search for work.    As I seldom saw an advertisement for a job for which I was qualified, there was absolutely no way I could honestly provide the required information.    However, that was what I was expected to do each fortnight.   I became even more irritated when Job-Seeker Diaries were introduced.   As I saw it, this was yet another devious way to thin out the dole-queues and push people into poverty.  

I decided to push back.   I wrote a letter explaining my opposition to the Dole Diaries and attached it to my fortnightly form.   Soon afterwards, I was lodging my form every two weeks with an attached message.   It read:   'I am unable to provide you with details of employers I have contacted because I am unable to find work for which I am qualified."
During an exchange of correspondence and meetings, I was threatened with termination of payments, but I continued to express my refusal to provide details of employers.   The threats continued, and after seven weeks I felt I had made my point and decided to comply with DSS requirements.   At no time during this period was I considered to be "in breach".    Why not?   If I was in the wrong, why did DSS not take stern action at the outset?   Was somebody being nice to me?   It seemed that a credibility-gap existed between policy and reality within Centrelink.   No clear relationship between the rules and the situation existed.

Details of this case were sent to the Ombudsman’s office.

FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 4



	CASE 1
Centrelink semantics hide facts

In late 2001, and again in early 2002, my Newstart Allowance was suspended.  In both cases, the stated reason for suspension was that my form had not been returned, even though, in fact, it had been.

When I made inquiries, I was told that when a form is handed in without the necessary information on it, the computer is unable to process the claim.   Consequently, the processing chain is broken, the renewal application is not registered, and the “dead” piece of paper is officially listed as “unreturned.”   

Of course, the problem here is that the systematic recording of all “unprocessed” forms as “unreturned” hides the circumstances involved in the loss of paperwork.   Classifying them as “unreturned” conceals any administrative anomalies or rebellion by recipients, and lays blame for the problem squarely at the feet of applicants.   

Once, when questioned as to whether or not Centrelink’s breaching arrangements were too harsh, former Family and Community Services Minister Jocelyn Newman explained that many of the breaches applied to people who had not returned their forms.   My experience leads me to wonder how many of these people were really cheated out of payments by a semantic exercise.   
FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 5



THE MEDIA ECHO

Although poverty and unemployment have been serious social issues for many years, no television or radio program, newspaper or magazine has ever attempted to examine the situation in an objective manner.   Generally speaking, coverage is restricted to “reporting” government policy decisions and building stories around ministerial press-releases.

Articles involving individual job-seekers usually focus on the individual’s personal attitude to job-search, and omit details of the handicaps they face or the injustices they must endure.   On balance, these reports are more often critical of welfare recipients than supportive, with the underlying message of many suggesting that welfare recipients choose to rely on welfare rather than work for a living.

 On the rare occasions that reports have questioned the welfare machine, the focus has been on specific cases or issues, and no mention has ever been made of the common philosophical inconsistencies underpinning many of them.   Most of the time, media organizations avoid unemployment and poverty stories like the plague. 

Over the years, I have tried many times to encourage the reporters and producers of various television current affairs programs to present a report focusing on philosophical anomalies and government bias in the welfare sector.   Those contacted include The 7.30 Report; Lateline; Four Corners; A Current Affair; Insight and others.

Responses have varied from no reply at all to expressions of support and agreement.    Some of those contacted graciously declined my invitation, while the only one to conduct an interview with me was more interested in assassinating my character than telling the truth.  I have yet to see a report about unemployment that presents a balanced view of the situation.

Below are examples of the more obvious cases of bias I have encountered in television coverage.

	EXAMPLE 1
60 Minutes of Slur

While it must be acknowledged that Channel Nine’s 60 Minutes program has not presented a negative report about welfare recipients in recent times, this has not always been the case.  In 1996 (3-11-96) 60 Minutes aired a report about a Canadian work-for-the-dole-type program.   It was titled "Cruel to be Kind", and described the role of Alberta's Job Corps Community Service Program as "stripping privileges so people stand on their own two feet."  The underlying inference suggested that unemployed people in general relied on welfare because they were lazy.  

Then, vision was shown of a group of people gathering autumn leaves in a park, the words:  "...No sitting round on the dole here waiting for the right job" painted a picture of people being paid dole-money because they are too fussy to take available jobs.   Once again, a negative stereotype was used to present the victims of economic rationalism as the authors of their own suffering.  Mr McMullen also suggested that the Australian government has not followed Alberta's lead because "Australian politicians have not had the gumption to do it."   

Eight months later (13-7-97), 60 Minutes aired "The Jobless Generation."  This was a studio forum in which David Kemp and Amanda Vanstone fielded questions from a mixed audience of young self-employed 'live-wires" and unemployed people.   The report suggested that the attitudes of unemployed people had a bearing on the level of unemployment.   The lack of jobs and the real reasons for joblessness were overlooked.   Lachlan Johnston, from the Daily Telegraph, said:  "If you're ready to present well; if you're ready to say you'll do anything, to be persistent about it, there are jobs there and you can get them."

"Jobless Generation" wasn't about the lack of jobs and how to improve the situation; it was about entitlement to income-support based on a person's attitude.  Amanda Vanstone made this very clear when she congratulated a member of the audience for being prepared to work.    She said of the audience-member:  "She was prepared to take the job and that distinguishes you from a number of people here."  In saying this, the Minister for Employment implied that preparedness to work is a more important consideration to the discussion than the reality of job-shortage.  Of course, if she mentioned that, her argument about willingness to work would have less merit.

Unfortunately, the forum deteriorated into a slanging-match.  It seemed to me that the opportunity existed to explore some important questions about unemployment, but that had never been the program's intention.    It was designed to make unemployed people look bad.   The "live-wires" had been invited to provide an "I'm successful; why aren't you?" angle.   

I cringed a little when I heard the compere, Richard Carleton, say: "I am just a fraction concerned that the plight of long-term unemployed young people hasn't been well expressed here this evening."     This surprised me, considering the absence of questions about injustice and depression; and the everyday difficulties encountered by unemployed people.   No consideration was given to the sense of futility and the thoughts of suicide; no mention was made of the anomalies that existed within the Department of Social Security; and no attempt was made to reconcile dole-bludger mythology with the statistical proof that work was in short supply.  The Social Security Activities Test remained immune from public scrutiny while the ratings hot potato of willingness to work was waved around like a smelly sock.

.   


	EXAMPLE 2
The Paxton Case

In 1996, Channel Nine’s A Current Affair program ran a series of reports about an unemployed family living in the Melbourne suburb of Saint Albans.    According to reporter Mike Munro, the reports were an “investigation of long-term unemployment”, yet in reality they amounted to little more than a witch-hunt.    Three members of the family, Shane, Mark and Bindi, were offered jobs on South Molle Island and taken there for a job-interview.   During the interview, they were informed about a dress-code which would require the boys to cut their long hair off.    

This was the first time they had been informed of the dress-code, and the circumstances they were placed in gave them no room to manoeuvre or bargain.      They had been ambushed, and their response was to refuse to co-operate.   

A Current Affair responded by portraying the Paxtons as dole-bludgers, and they were pilloried in the national press.




	EXAMPLE 3
Ambushed by A Current Affair

On June 26, 2000, Channel Nine's A Current Affair aired a report suggesting that unemployed people were better off financially than low-paid workers. Part of that report included an interview with me in which I was portrayed as a dole-bludger. Unfortunately, I was never able to present my side of the story because I was ambushed by A Current Affair in much the same way as the Paxton family was.

When I was originally invited to appear in the report, I was assured I would be able to give my side of the story.     However, the real purpose of the interview turned out to be the promotion of the myth that unemployed people chose to live on welfare rather than work.   As far as I was concerned, it was an exercise in character-assassination.
FOR DETAILS SEE APPENDIX. ITEM 6



	EXAMPLE 4
The Silent Spectre of Globalisation

One of the most disturbing aspects of poverty-growth in Australia involves the stock market. Not long ago, Treasurer Peter Costello boasted that Australia had the highest rate of private share ownership in the world, yet nobody seems to have said much about the ventures in which these shares are invested. 

This is hardly surprising.   As I understand it, disclosure laws and umbrella companies make it hard to work out where people are investing their cash.    Consequently, we have no way of knowing how much money, drained from collapsed Australian industries, is finding its way into the coffers of Australian investors via their offshore investments.   I’m not suggesting that anything particularly sinister is happening here, but this process probably represents one of the ways in which the gap between rich and poor Australians is growing invisibly.   

What does appear sinister is the almost total absence of media coverage of this question.   The lack of coverage means that proof is hard to find, but a hint of censorship can be seen in an example from 1977.   In that year, John Howard accompanied a business delegation to China.   While there, he was interviewed by a television news crew (probably the ABC) and said:  "I would like to congratulate the men and women of Australia who have invested in this extraordinary economic phenomenon."  Now, I would have thought that a comment like that would have been eligible for a little editorial scrutiny, but it only appeared on the one day, and only on one television channel.  The only other mention I could find anywhere was the short letters I had sent to the newspapers myself. 




Considering the extent of advertising content in media, and the degree to which this has crept into plotlines in “soaps” and is thinly disguised as a news report in current affairs programs, I have serious reservations about the objectivity of media to present the facts.   More disturbing is the possibility, yet unproven, that people with vested interests in the Golden Lie may even be “buying” or sponsoring television reports and freelance newspaper and magazine articles that present a particular point-of-view.

………………………….

A CLOSED SHOP

(SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS)

The examples I present here demonstrate that there is much more to Australia’s poverty question than mere economic disadvantage.  The phenomenon I have described as “The Golden Lie” presents this Senate Committee with a line-of-inquiry that must be explored.   

What I have attempted to do in this submission is provide a context within which a broad range of anomalies, all carrying the same philosophical fingerprint, can be analysed and discussed.    Admittedly, a detailed analysis of the Golden Lie will not be easy, but no investigation of poverty in Australia would be complete without mention of it; and no effort to overcome inequality can ever be expected to succeed without reference to it.   Even the government itself cannot hope to eliminate welfare dependency until it abandons its “closed-shop” approach to welfare reform. 

It would be easy to dismiss the Golden Lie as an unfortunate fact of life, but doing that gives respectability to an act of bastardry.   Inequality brought about by the laws of natural selection is a fact of life, but inequality brought about by slander and secrecy is nothing short of cheating.   In the stock-market, the process of gaining advantage by acting on unshared knowledge is called “insider trading”; In the book of unwritten law, the act of withholding information likely to help people advance themselves is called “theft”; By any definition, the act of withholding or manipulating facts has only one name: it’s called “lying”. 

Of course, it doesn’t automatically follow that devotees of the Golden Lie harbour any malicious intent.   Their motivation is probably nothing more than the preservation of their own security.   However, for government ministers who choose to pillory welfare recipients in an effort to maintain an illusion of economic stability, there can be no excuses.   Furthermore, when their various statements reveal a shared pattern of language, the question of premeditation arises.   While we cannot measure the extent to which this has led to the social exclusion of welfare recipients, none of those involved – or those who condone their actions – can claim they have not contributed to the problem of welfare dependency. 

Of course, they will protest their innocence from the rooftops, but that won’t change what they have done.   They have hijacked democracy; they have murdered the fair go; they have betrayed our trust and held truth to ransom.   Most of all, they have stolen hope from more than a million people whose only crime was missing a proverbial bus.   Those left behind hear the accusations of laziness, and suggestions that poor people have only themselves to blame for their poverty, and know that nobody will be coming back for them. 

They see the crumbling infrastructures, and the void where plans for job-creation should be, and realise the political will to help them does not exist.  They even catch glimpses of the Golden Lie, and wonder if politicians are more interested in keeping them in their place than helping them improve their lives.  

Some of them understand that the government might not be able to do much to combat poverty and unemployment, but knowing that makes it harder for them to comprehend how that same government can expect the poor and dispossessed to solve problems it could not.

Lines of communication have obviously been shut down, and the only way to remedy the situation is to re-establish contact.   Dialogue is the key to that, and the key to dialogue is the establishment of common ground and common language.   The greatest handicap to this has been the entrenchment of Economic Rationalist philosophy in public life, which in turn has disrupted the conceptual balance between “economy” and “society”.   Hopefully, your investigations of poverty will help to redress that imbalance.

Part of that process might involve a re-examination of the word ”poverty”.   In global terms, Australia is not a poor country. Very few of us are truly hungry, unclothed or without shelter, but there is still much poverty.    Australian poverty takes two main forms: the first is material poverty – which will be discussed at length in many other submissions - and the second is spiritual poverty.

Spiritual poverty is less obvious than material poverty, yet its power is no less potent than physical hunger.   It is a poverty born of comfort, where people who have never stumbled, cannot know the pain of the fallen; it is a poverty born of certainty, where people faced with change fear to grasp an unknown future; and it is a poverty born of greed, where people who have put walls around their treasures fear to trust the world outside.   This is the poverty that gave birth to the Golden Lie and led to the social exclusion of welfare recipients.   

I hope you are able to give a little thought to spiritual poverty in the course of your investigations.    As I see it, the problems of material poverty and inequality in Australia have a lot more to do with our hearts than our wallets.   I also believe that a good place to start the analysis of poverty is in calculating the true degree of personal choice available to individuals in the community.   Considering that the government’s welfare reform agenda is based on the question of choice, it stands to reason that measuring the extent of that choice should bring the poverty question into sharper focus

In closing, I would like to thank all the people involved in the establishment and execution of this Senate Inquiry for giving me an opportunity to present this submission.    In all my years of trying to alert people to the hidden threat The Golden Lie poses to us, I have never felt more confident that my concerns might finally be afforded the serious consideration they deserve.    At the very least, they are now on the public record.

