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	PARLIAMENT QUESTION TIME (SENATE)  3-4-2000) –  HARRADINE TO NEWMAN


After prefacing his question by referring to a newspaper article about family decline in the welfare trap, Senator Harradine asked: “…Is it a fact that the body of the interim report does not address the problems associated with family decline through stress of unemployment ?   Was this due to the narrowness of the terms of reference and what does the government intend to do about addressing this underlying cause of welfare dependency among these persons ?

Senator Newman began her answer by  arguing that she had been “ a strong advocate of strengthening families as part of strengthening communities and that the Prime Minister has always supported the family unit,”…  and explained that “ this government has been very strong in reducing the economic stress on families, first of all by so managing the economy that the four years we have been in government 653,000 new jobs have been created by employers, which has given more and more families the opportunity to have income coming in that is not by way of a welfare cheque.  That has to be about the most significant thing you can do for Australia's families, in my view.”

She then claimed that “…there has been an increasing number of families that have broken up … So many social ills come to those families as a consequence…” and that the government was trying hard to prevent marriage break-ups.   She claimed that a small increase in the number of divorces and a small increase in the number of marriages in the previous year represented “ a glimmer of hope for Australia”. 

She called on the whole country to support couples who got into trouble in their marriages because  “the break-up of parents is one of the greatest causes of poverty amongst children.”  

Just before her time to answer the question expired, she started talking about how tax reform and changes to payments for families in the social security system would mean that ” many more families will have more in their pockets with which to support themselves and their children.   In addition, they will have more incentive to take up what work is available.”

Reading between the lines, I broke down the entire exchange to two lines.   Senator Harradine's question might have read:  “Do you acknowledge that unemployed people experience stress?"  to which Senator Newman replied “No.”
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	HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES     PRICE TO HOWARD (5-4-2000)


The ALP Member for Chilfey, Roger Price, reminded Mr Howard that Tony Abbott’s “job snob” attack on unemployed people had been criticised by two of his senior Liberal Party colleagues.   He then asked: “…Given that Senator Newman was prepared to distance herself from the Minister's label, are you prepared to do the same thing,  and if the Member for Adelaide was prepared to attack the Minister for his appalling comments, do you have the courage to repudiate the Minister and demand that he call off his divisive campaign against the unemployed ?"

The Prime Minister' responded by saying: "I would have thought the worth of a Minister for Employment Services to his Government would be the contribution that minister makes to reducing unemployment.  In the end, this Minister, as a member of this government, and all of the men and women who sit in this parliament behind me, in the end, what we are about is generating jobs.  

Howard then went into overdrive about the government’s record on jobs.   He accused Mr Price of playing “ funny word-games” three times, throwing in a couple of “Mister Speakers” for effect, insisting that   the Minister for Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business, and the Minister for Employment Services had “presided over generating the best job figures this country has seen for a decade.  He threw in another “Mister Speaker”, then added   “They have introduced a world-first  as far as a modern, competitive approach to labour-exchange policy is concerned.”   

He sang the praises of the Job Network, then wound up his little speech with; ” In the end, a judgement  will be made about the performance of this Government, in relation to the unemployed, by what we achieve, and we have the runs on the board:  we have the jobs available to Australians of all generations;  we have 653,000 more jobs as a result of the policies of this Government over the last four years;  we have a strong labour-market;  we have a flexible, competitive, compassionate Jobs Network (M/S);  We have opportunities available ....in this Job Network, which were undreamt of under the old Commonwealth Employment Services.   

I want to congratulate,.. I want to congratulate the Minister;  I want to congratulate the other Minister;   I want, indeed, to congratulate everyone on this side of the house for the contribution that they have made to reducing unemployment in Australia."

This exchange could also be reduced to two lines.  To the question:  "Do you support Tony Abbott's demonisation of unemployed people?"   John Howard answered  "Yes."
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	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 ?"

I sent emails containing this question to: Minister for Family and Community Services, Jocelyn Newman; the Minister for Community Services, Larry Anthony; the Minister for Employment Services, Tony Abbott; the Shadow Minister for Employment Services, Cheryl 

Kernot;  and Mark Latham.

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 read:

Dear Mr Costello,

The Minister for Family and Community Services and the Minister for Community Services have asked me to reply to your email of 22 October 2000 about the Government's welfare reform program.

The OECD had found, and it is now well accepted, that the best route out of poverty is through employment.   Australia, like many other countries, has moved towards approaches that are active rather than passive, including support and encouragement to build people's skills and help them to move back into the workforce, where they are able to do so.

The Government is committed to maintaining a sustainable and adequate safety-net for people who are genuinely in need.  However, the Government also recognises that it is necessary to do more to link people more actively to opportunities for social and economic participation.

The Final report of the reference group on Welfare Reform provides a framework for long-term reform aimed at reducing economic and social disadvantage over time and encouraging increased economic and social participation, depending on capacity.   The Reference Group's recommendations are consistent with the Government's social policy agenda and built on some of the changes that the government has already put in place.  The Government will respond formally to the Report before the end of this year. 

Thank you for writing.   I hope my comments are of assistance.

I couldn't understand why Mr Kalisch had said "the Reference Group's recommendations are consistent with the Government's social policy agenda and built on some of the changes that this Government has already put in place," unless the Government hadn't been serious about the consultation process from the outset.   Why didn't he say that the Government's social policy agenda was consistent with some of the Reference Group's recommendations?  

I couldn't help wondering if the  “changes the government" had "already put in place" were those implemented between September 1999 and December 2000 - a period when the Reference Group was consulting with the community and compiling its report.  
	4   PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
	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-Seekers 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."

It didn't take long for me to be placed under review. The first review interview was in May 1996.    I took along details of my various efforts to find work.   I had a lot of stuff to show them and there was no way that I could have been accused of laziness.    I continued to receive income-support on condition that I provide details of employers contacted.
At about the same time as this review took place, questions were raised about my entitlement to Job Search Allowance (previously called Unemployment Benefit, now called Newstart Allowance, but certain to be called something else in the future).   I responded by attaching a letter to my dole-form in which I stated my position as clearly as I could.   I explained that I was willing to work, but was also critical of rigid DSS definitions of 'work' and the 'Activities Test'.  However, I provided the names of employers where I could.

More problems arose in August.   On an Application for Job Search Allowance form, I made no mention of 'employers' whom I had contacted, as I had found no work advertised for which I was qualified.   I did mention two art jobs for which I had provided prospective customers with quotes.   I also mentioned the fact that I had sent the manuscript of a book I had written to a publishing house.   I provided names and telephone numbers of people to contact for confirmation, but the desk-clerk challenged me and told me that what I had provided wasn't good enough.

She said that I'd need to supply the names and addresses of employers I had contacted.    I said that I would provide this information if I found work for which I was qualified.   She insisted that I had to provide details of employers that I'd contacted, regardless of whether or not jobs had been advertised, or I faced having my Job Search Allowance cancelled.   I told her that I found this attitude unrealistic, given that nearly a million people were out of work and jobs were in short supply.

Soon after this, I received a letter from the Department of Social Security.   It echoed what I had already been told, and repeated the threat about possible suspension of payments.   In the text, sections 513 and 522 of the Social Security Act are mentioned.   Presumably, I was to refer to these if I wished to know how the Department defined 'suitable paid work'.   

I responded to this letter in a four-page letter of my own in which I answered each of the points raised by DSS in turn.   On the same day (27-8-96) I also sent a letter to various media organizations including "A Current Affair” and "Four Corners" in the hope that they might be interested in reporting on my situation.   I later received responses from these organisations, informing me that I would be contacted if they decided to proceed with the matter.   Nobody ever got back to me.

By September, my resolve was firming.   On September 10, I answered question 4 on my dole-form (about job-search) in an unusual way.   In response to the question "Where did you look? "   I wrote "Newspapers, CES".  Where space was provided for details of employers I have contacted, I wrote, " I refuse to provide names of employers who are not genuinely offering employment."  I wrote this response on several of my forms during this period.

On the day I lodged my form, a letter was sent to me by DSS.  I received it a day or two later.    This letter was basically a carbon copy of the letter received on the 13th Aug.   I responded by sending a copy of the letter I wrote in response to the first letter  (I sent this on 24th)   

At about the same time, I sent material relating to my situation to Jenny Blakey of Welfare Rights.   I had previously spoken to her on the telephone regarding my position. -

Soon afterwards, I received a letter from DSS (dated 23-9-96) which advised me of an upcoming visit to my home by an officer regarding a review of my payments.    Two visitors came on the 30th Sept, but at this time I resisted their suggestions that I comply with DSS requirements.     They left "to give me time to consider my decision" and another meeting was arranged at the Boronia DSS office.   

At this meeting, I initially resisted.   However, as I had received no clear expression of support from any of the people I had written to for assistance, I thought twice about standing my ground.   I held out for a while, and the Social Worker who was interviewing me went to consult with a superior.   When he came back, he told me that I was not yet in default, but I would be if I did not correctly fill out a renewal form he had handed me.  If penalised, I would have to reapply, wait three months and then be given a Job-Seekers Diary.   He then told me that all they wanted was "the names of two employers", so I filled out the form and I gave "the names of two employers" from then on - Rocket scientist, nuclear physicist, it didn't seem to matter.  

Soon after that, I gave up my search for 'traditional' employment.   I just gave DSS details of 2 employers whom I had contacted.   I usually got these from the newspapers and they were often positions for which I wasn't qualified.   I wasn't an electrician, printer or mechanic, yet I often listed these occupations on my dole-form.  I rarely used the telephone numbers that I quoted.   I didn't see the point in pestering an employer who couldn't give me a job.   The entire exercise was a charade, but I resigned myself to playing the game as long as I needed income support.   I was never challenged on the fact that the positions had nothing to do with my qualifications.   If anybody was actually taking notice of what I wrote, I presumed that they understood my predicament.   

What I found particularly interesting about the entire exercise was its duration.   The first letter of challenge I received from DSS was dated 13th Aug 1996 and my final meeting took place in early October.   During the seven intervening weeks, I continued to express my refusal to provide details of employers, yet I had not been considered to be "in breach".    Why not?   If I was in the wrong, why did DSS not take stern action at the outset?   The only thing that made sense to me was that a credibility-gap existed between policy and reality within Centrelink.

Admittedly, the fundamental problem was complex.   Ambiguity remained because the process of sifting out the rorters without penalising the genuinely needy had always been difficult.    Further ambiguity existed in confusion over which Centrelink's main client-group was:  welfare-recipients or taxpayers.   With such confusion, singularity of focus became difficult.

	5   PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
	CENTRELINK SEMANTICS


In October 2001, I started working on a casual, on-call basis for a display company through a temp agency.

As I expected this work to be regular and ongoing, I wasn’t sure what I should do about my Newstart Allowance form.   Owing to other commitments at the time, I was unable to hand it in when it was due.   By way of compromise, I sent it by post – with an explanation and request for advice attached.

Having notified Centrelink of my circumstances, I thought nothing of it when I heard nothing more.    I didn’t expect to be paid any money that week, but I was a little surprised when I didn’t receive a Newstart form for my next fortnightly lodgement.

At the time, I was working every day, and had no opportunity to contact Centrelink.   I tried to make telephone inquiries one weekend, but couldn’t get through to anybody.

As I was receiving wages on a regular basis, I wasn’t too worried about this, but I was surprised when I received a letter in the post (dated 14 November – Reference 306 121 539A)  informing me that my Newstart Allowance had been cancelled on the 17th October.

The cancellation itself didn’t surprise me, but the stated reason for cancellation – failure to lodge a renewal form - did.   

When I telephoned the number on the letter (13 2850 – Call receipt number 6096 – lodged on 20-11-2001 at approx 10.50am), I was originally told that my form hadn’t been received.   When I explained that it had been sent by mail, the woman I was speaking to agreed that my form had been received, but “couldn’t be processed” because I had given no details of how much I had earned.  This had been difficult because the form was due for return before I had been paid for my first week’s work.   Apparently, somebody had attempted to contact me by phone, but couldn’t get in touch.    I don’t know why nobody sent a “please explain” letter; nor can I understand why nobody saw fit to answer the questions I asked in the note accompanying my Newstart form.  

During this telephone conversation, I was told that I could visit the Centrelink office to fix things up, but at I was on-call and getting paid, I didn’t worry about it.

However, when the flow of work dried up in the last few weeks of December I grew concerned that I might be left without money over Christmas, so I reapplied for Newstart Allowance.  

I filled out all the forms, and eventually got paid one fortnightly payment, but that was all I got.  The hoops I had to jump through to qualify for income support were ridiculous:   Getting two employers to sign a form stating that you had attended an interview, that they were genuinely offering work, and that, in their opinion, you really wanted a job.   I was also given a dole diary and told I had to register with several jobs network providers (agencies). 

I decided against continuing with the charade, so I returned my form when it was due without including details of employers I had contacted, and without the form which should have been signed by the employers I was supposed to have visited.  

This exercise was farcical.   As I couldn’t find any work for which I was qualified, I would have had to apply for jobs that I couldn’t realistically hope to get.    Therefore, when it came to the bit where the employer was supposed to state whether or not I wanted the job, he would be forced to ask why I should apply for work for which I wasn’t qualified.   The fact that virtually no jobs existed within my reach was irrelevant, because my stating the truth about job shortage had long been considered an excuse used by people who weren’t trying hard enough to find employment.  

Knowing that the lack of information about employers would not satisfy Centrelink, and my Newstart Allowance would be terminated anyway, I wrote something on the form.   It read:   “I’ll never convince you that work for me is practically non-existant.  Your aim is to cut down on applicants, so this one shouldn’t be too hard.   I’ll have no income, but I can’t go on playing your silly games to prove I’m not a cheat.”

Not surprisingly, I received no payment and no renewal form in the post that week.    

Soon afterwards, I received a Notification of Termination letter.    Once again, the stated reason for termination was: “form was not returned.” (Phoned 9.10 am 25th Jan)

The woman, who called herself Margaret, said I “left the form at the counter”.  I corrected her, explaining that I handed it to the person standing behind the counter.   She explained that the form couldn’t be processed because I had not provided evidence of my efforts to find work.

I insisted that the form was processed, because my benefits were terminated.   

What the Centrelink staff appeared to be saying was 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.”   

This procedure might be useful from an administrative point-of-view, but it presents a serious threat in the area of potential abuse.    Centrelink staff probably welcome it because it spares them the anguish of being forced to make a judgement on an applicant’s honesty.   

Of course, the greatest 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.   

I wasn’t happy with that, and I insisted on making a complaint.   Margaret told me that someone would call me back to hear my complaint, and a short time later, someone did.

He said his name was Jim.   After I explained the situation, he gave me the same explanation Margaret had.   After a brief discussion, he took down the details of my complaint.   When he had finished, I asked him to send me a copy of what I had just said.    I also asked him for his public service number, for the record.  He said a receipt number would be enough, and quoted me  “25th January, 2480.”

The following Tuesday, I received a copy of the transcript.  It read: 

Nxt:                       Lock Sys:  NSS        Env:  J  Vic  US1               11BL     D1A       25 JAN 2002

CRN: 306 121 539A            (M) MR NICHOLAS, A, COSTELLO                                 Rct:

XRN:  IEX4605354007               215 BORONIA ROAD, BORONIA 3155                    Ptr:  N

Act:                                           Rgn:  Wantirna (WTN)          DOB:  28 JAN 1954     Enq: N        

Bst: NSA/CAN-DNL JSR/INA DMN CCD EMP/OPN CMM 

Display   1 of 1  --------------------------(>> Document (DOC) <<< ------------------ Page 1 of 1

          ServRsn: NSA                                   AdlServ: ___  ___  ___

                  MSG:                                          Expiry _______________

               Source:  LIA_                     Date of Receipt: 25 JAN 2002

               Storage: NIL                           Storage Date: _______________

                  Tfr To: __                                Resub To: _________________

              Wkg: _____   Pos: ________  Keywords: 2 _______  _______  _______

Complete Act: Y Annotate: N Auth:  DIA ___________  Office:  WTN

Sum: Cust complained.  “Letter that he rec’d re termination of NSA ________

Txt:  stated that CSC has not rec’d SU19.  In actual fact did handed in to officer at reception on due date.  The actual reason for termination was did not provide information about names of employers contacted and the form could not be processed.”_________________________________________________-

Added by cso:  cust wants to leave the NSA as cancelled.  Currently working part-time.  Above complaint is to set the record straight because letter received re cancellation has a “twist” to the “truth”   

This note also forwarded to Team Leader 

	6    PERSONAL EXPERIENCE
	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.
I was initially contacted by ACA researcher, Hugh Naylan, who had seen a letter to the editor that I had written to a newspaper in December, 1999.    The text read as follows:

"In September, Family and Community Services Minister Jocelyn Newman gave the green light for a public debate on what she described as "welfare dependency" in Australia. At the time, she announced a government reference group to help develop initiatives.  Submissions were invited from the community.
At last, the chance was here for open discussion about our most widespread social problem.   Finally, I saw a chance to measure the impact of automation and globalisation on local manufacturing.
We could ask how Australian investment can flow offshore while unemployed people chase non-existent jobs to qualify for income-support. We had a chance to explore ways to provide chances for more Australians to take part in building our economic future. But these things remain in the shadows while dole-bludger mythology dominates.
If you haven't picked up the whisper yet, it seems that unemployment is a lifestyle choice instead of a national crisis.  Casual observers might be forgiven for thinking jobs are available for those who want them, but that's not what the figures tell us.  At least half a million people simply can't find work.
Next March, Senator Newman will present a preliminary paper to Parliament. If we are supposed to be having a debate about welfare before then, when is it going to begin ?"

Mr Naylan explained that A Current Affair was preparing a report about unemployment.    He told me that a Doctor Lucy Sullivan had conducted a study on "award wages and incentives to earn" for the Centre for Independent Studies. The findings implied that unemployed people were often jobless by choice. Mr Naylan suggested that I might like to appear on A Current Affair to respond to her claims and voice my concerns on the subject.
I agreed, reluctantly.   I knew that we - the Australian community -  needed to get welfare reform right the first time, and was glad of the chance to help bring a little balance to the public debate. Nevertheless, I had reservations about ACA's track-record on unemployment reports.   Their ambush of the Paxton boys shone bright in my memory.
During our conversation, I told Mr Naylan that ACA might not want to interview me, as I had written letters to Channel Nine in the past in which I had criticised bias in the reporting of welfare issues.   He asked me to send copies of the letters, in case they might present a problem.
I couldn't find them, but was able to compile a list of them, which I sent to him.   I also sent a copy of a discussion-paper I had submitted to the Government's welfare reform Reference Group.   It was titled Welfare in the Spin Cycle, and it described how processes of social exclusion were applied to unemployed people by government and media in Australia.   In one section, I was particularly scathing of Channel Nine's one-eyed approach to jobless people.
I realised at the time that this might furnish A Current Affair with a reason to want to discredit me, but I saw no alternative other than to go forward.   I would gain nothing by sitting on my hands.    I prepared myself as best I could;  I even had my haircut, just in case.     I expected a few curly questions, but I didn't expect to be fending off an attack from the outset.
When Martin King interviewed me (14-6), he went straight for my jugular, asking me if I was lazy, and why I should expect taxpayers to subsidise my hobbies .  I went to great lengths to explain my position to him, and outlined some of my concerns about the damaging and divisive power of the Government's use of dole-bludger innuendo.   He simply brushed my words off and told me what I was saying was too complicated.   He wanted something more simple, and it didn't take me long to work out what he was after.
His assignment was to get me to say that my decision to write a book while on the dole was a "choice" I had made rather than an option I had taken in the absence of traditional work opportunities.   I was being set up for a dole-bludger story.   I suppose I should have expected that : hate is a "simple" concept, isn't it ?   From an interview that went on for more than an hour, brief snippets of the most damaging material went to air.   
The report that appeared on television was a gross misrepresentation of the facts about unemployment, and also quoted me totally out of context.    My "admission" that I was unemployed by choice came after constant badgering by King, who repeatedly tried to get me to give him the answer he had been sent to get.   Several times I answered the same question by insisting that he take my circumstances into account, as well as my long-term lack of success in looking for work, but he just kept pushing until he got what he wanted.    
He stated that I had "refused work for three years."   I told him that I had done a number of one-off commercial art jobs in that time.  I also told him that, for two years of that period, I had taken a part-time TAFE course to earn myself a Diploma in Professional Writing and Editing.  I mentioned that  my novel The Shadow Trackers  had been short-listed in the 1997 National book Council/ Harper Collins Fiction Prize competition and that I had adapted it to cinema and television mini-series format, but this failed to impress him.    
He asked me if I was a dole-bludger.   I told him I wasn't and attempted to explain a little about my situation; how minor health problems kept me out of some forms of work; how I couldn't physically keep up with factory assembly-lines as well as I once could; how I had limited access to private transport - and how all these things didn't even enter the argument if I was unable to find work in the first place. I could have given him a longer list of reasons why I didn’t have a job, but I would have been wasting my time.
Information of my work history and efforts to become gainfully employed were contained in the pages of Welfare in the Spin Cycle , which I had sent to ACA's Hugh Naylan, but I doubted if King ever read any of it.   I was sure if I had pressed these points further during the interview, he would have accused me of making excuses.
I tried to show King photographs of the paid art jobs I had done in the last few years, to prove that I wasn't the lazy good-for-nothing he thought I was, but he wasn't interested in looking at them.    I could also have showed him several other writing and illustrating projects I have been working on, but he said he was in a hurry to get to another interview, so the opportunity never arose..
King didn't want to see these things because they had nothing to do with the story he had been sent for.   My guess is that his assignment was to get me to say that I was unemployed by choice to support the claims being made by Dr Sullivan. 
A good many other things were discussed during the interview.    I explained about the importance of personal integrity to unemployed people, and how Tony Abbott's "job snob' attacks did more damage than could be imagined.   I also explained how the Government was forced to hide the true extent of unemployment to preserve economic stability and that unemployed people were the meat in the sandwich in that process.   
Of course, he couldn't include that; it would have given unemployment a human face, and that might have encouraged a little public sympathy - not a good idea when you're trying to paint jobless people as a scourge on society.    It might also have forced politicians to deal with some embarrassing questions.
Instead, this ACA report confirmed my belief that many media reports on welfare and unemployment were subject to a politically motivated process of deliberate manipulation. The report aired in June (23-6-2000), just before the anticipated announcement of the government's welfare reform plans. It created the impression that unemployed people were riding on a tax-funded gravy train.    The income of a low-paid grocery manager was compared with that of an unemployed truck-driver.   Both were married with children, and the figures shown suggested that the unemployed man was better off than the worker.     A café owner with an axe to grind about unemployed people provided the righteous indignation, and I was slipped in as a dole-bludger using welfare to pursue his own interests.
I can't quote from the A Current Affair report at this stage because Channel Nine refused my request to do so. I am hoping to tell the full story in my new book The Golden Lie under "fair trading for criticism and review," but I guess the final decision on that lies with my publisher.
The morning after the ACA report appeared on television, I received a telephone call from Hugh Naylan.   Apparently, Sydney radio jock, Stan Zemanek wanted to talk to me.   Arrangements were made for his program producer to contact me.   Soon afterwards, Simon Townsend was explaining that Mr Zemaneck wanted to find out a little more about me.    
When I went to air  Zemanek was fairly friendly at first, but it didn't take him long to get stuck into me.   He called me a dole-bludger, and suggested that I was earning $600.00 a week on the dole.  I told him to get his facts right, and we argued for about twenty minutes, during which time I was tempted to hang up several times.  I toughed it out, and in the end, it was  Zemanek who hung up.    He called me a bludger and a drop kick a few more times, and I called him a bigot and a redneck;  so I suppose we came out about even in the end.
I didn't like the beating I copped, but I had to take it on the chin.  What could I do ?   Legal action would have been nice, but it would have been my word against Channel Nine's, and I could never hope to counter the legal muscle that the members of the Packer Press commanded.   
I did what I could.    I contacted Media Watch, and the response was positive. I sent them detailed information about what had happened, and I understood when they told me that they would have to defer the presentation of my story for a while.    They anticipated that more negative coverage of unemployment would come to light when the McClure Report was published.     Unfortunately, the Government postponed any decision about the report's findings until the release of the 2001-2002 Budget, so any hope I had of getting a fair hearing evaporated. 

