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28th March 2003



The Secretary





Senate Community Affairs References Committee



Suite s1 59 



Parliament House



Canberra   ACT   2600



Dear Mr Humphery



Please accept this submission from the Queensland UnitingCare 

Centre for Social Justice to the Inquiry on Poverty and 


Financial Hardship. 



We are willing to give emphasis to our submission by an 


appearance before the Committee.  If it assists the Committee 

we would amplify our presentation by including in our group 


appearing before the Senate Committee representation from 

Brisbane Lifeline, Wesley Mission Brisbane (ie from agencies 

that are actively engaged in one to one encounters with those 

facing poverty and financial hardship).   I believe that this would 

be helpful to the Committee members in their deliberations. 



This submission supports the conclusions and recommendations 

of the submission, submitted separately by UnitingCare and 


national Social Responsibility and Justice Commission.  


Those recommendations specifically address each of the Terms 

of Reference for the Inquiry. 



While our submission is congruent with that of UnitingCare 


Australia, we have taken the opportunity to provide a submission 

which reflects the concerns that arise from UnitingCare 


Queensland. 



Yours sincerely



Dr Noel Preston



Director



Cc Bruce Alcorn Director UnitingCare



Anton Kardash  CEO Lifeline Community Care



David Hemy  Mgr Counselling Services, Brisbane Lifeline Community Care



Chris Lancaster Gen Mgr Lifeline Community Care Sunshine Coast



Geoff Batkin, Gen Mgr, Wesley Mission, 
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About the UnitingCare Centre for Social Justice

This initiative is aimed at addressing ethical and justice issues related to the operations and mandate of UnitingCare Queensland. Among its tasks the Centre engages in public discussion and advocacy of social justice and ethical issues related to the mission and activity of UnitingCare, and in the wider community.

UnitingCare Queensland is the community service arm of The Uniting Church in Australia (Queensland Synod).  It incorporates Lifeline Community Care, Blue Care, Wesley Mission, Uniting HealthCare and Crossroads. 
Centre for Social Justice Mission Statement:  To promote social justice within UnitingCare Queensland and the wider community through advocacy, supported by research and education.

Goals:    To identify areas of social justice concern within the community and to promote to government, other community agencies and UnitingCare the need to develop policies and programs which address these concerns.

Through public advocacy and lobbying on social policy, public policy and identified social justice issues, to promote discussion of these matters in the media and general community.

To undertake or access appropriate research on social policy, social justice issues and social analysis on issues relevant to UnitingCare Service Groups to inform the advocacy process. 

For enquiries about the Centre, please contact:

Kate Kunzelmann Administrator

kkunzelmann@ucareqld.com.au
07 3512 9421      0419 709 775

PO Box 2248   Milton BC  4064

Introduction
This submission provides a condensed account of the extent of poverty and financial hardship in our society.  In the main it is adapted from a paper given to the 2003 Conference of the Financial Councillors Association in Queensland.  Read in conjunction with recommendations of the UnitingCare Australia submission to the Inquiry, this submission suggests new directions for policy.

This submission is informed by the work of the Service Groups of UnitingCare. Poverty and financial hardship are significant contextual factors for the work of the UnitingCare Service groups:  Lifeline Community Care, Blue Care, Wesley Mission and Uniting HealthCare.

Extent of poverty 

Poverty and financial hardship have immediate detrimental effects on health and education, and are barriers to full participation in society, and result in the failure of individuals to reach their full potential.  We acknowledge the effects of inter-generational poverty and financial hardship, and the net loss of the participation of a whole class of people in the social and cultural life of this country. 
The experience of human service agencies, especially those involved in emergency relief, suggests that, whatever the reason, there is more not less poverty in Australia.  The most recent ACOSS Australians Living on the Edge Survey showed 276,000 more people sought support from community services than 12 months earlier.  Most worrying is the survey’s finding that 35,000 Australian seeking support were turned away by welfare agencies. 

The gap between the richest and the poorest

From time to time we have a debate in this country about ‘poverty lines’ and their usefulness as a measure. Peter Saunders of the Centre for Independent Studies maintains that, by and large, the lower socio-economic groups in Australia have improved living standards. But what he fails to emphasise is that the differential between the richest and the poorest is widening. The incomes of the top 5% are outstripping average incomes by almost three times, and middle income by four times while 2.4 million Australians live on incomes that are half the national average income.

Less than two years ago, none other than Rupert Murdoch expressed concern publicly about Australia becoming a two-tiered, hourglass society. A society that fosters a polarisation marked by ghettoes of poor suburbs and a shrinking middle class creates enormous social stress and pressure.  Social fragmentation undermines the common good as it tends to exacerbate social problems.  

An examination of data from the 2001 Census illustrates the point: people in the federal division of Ryan earned on average, a weekly income of $1305, while those in Forde earned $841, while in Wide Bay the figure was $622.  The 5-year increase in earnings in Ryan was twice that in Wide Bay. 

These figures suggest that the poverty measurement issue is one of social justice. 

Child Poverty 

Poverty powerfully influences how children develop and grow, because of their generally higher degree of dependency.  When poverty exists in children’s lives its impact is significant.  It can also be argued that children are poor because their families, on whom they are dependent, are poor.  Disadvantage affects the capacity of families to care for their children. 

Poverty has disproportionately affected children (11% in 1979 and 18% in 2001) and unemployment has become increasingly concentrated in low-income households.  In 2000 more than 300,000 families in Australia with children under 15 had no-one in paid work. 

The Centre for Social Justice is currently conducting two research projects which are indirectly engaging with child poverty.  An examination of services for Vulnerable Children in the Brisbane-Ipswich Western corridor, has confirmed the unacceptable numbers of children living in deprived circumstances.  We are also just commencing a study of Family Homelessness in Queensland.  Our preliminary finding is that a higher proportion of homelessness than is generally assumed, involves adults with dependent children. 

Lifeline Sunshine Coast Centre, for example, has advised the Centre of how the need for affordable housing impacts on families:



Valuations of properties and rent are going up, causing



many rental properties to be sold as homes (to the



more affluent) causing private rental stock on the 



Sunshine Coast to become depleted. This forces



the lower income people to join the very long queues


  
for government housing. 



One young mother we helped recently was sleeping



with her two children in a car, unable to afford the



escalating rents being asked.  There is a critical need


            for more low income housing, or government assisted 



or housing commission homes, as there is a current



extreme shortage with long waiting periods. 

Poverty and dis-incentives to work 

Low income Australians moving between welfare and work can be hit with effective tax rates of up to 87c in the dollar.  As they enter work they lose 70c per dollar in welfare benefits and have to pay 17c per dollar in tax.  The consequence is that the gross income they achieve by either a salary increase or by going to work is massively eroded, so that their disposable income increase from working is of little consequence. 

The unemployed are in the unfortunate position of knowing that if they get a job they may be only 13c in the dollar better off for their efforts.  After taking into account their transport costs, clothing, additional food expenditure and other on-costs, they may not be better off at all.  Should not our tax and welfare system interact in ways that encourage rather than penalise the efforts of individuals to escape the poverty trap?

There is an urgent and great need for a system that delivers significant real disposable income increases for the lower paid, to encourage a move from welfare to work, to deliver social equity and to give working people a chance to get off the floor and to aspire to upward mobility for their families. 
Growing Debt

Many in the community experience financial hardship, including more and more  middle to high-income earners.  The average credit card debt has risen to a record $2399, while average credit limits has now hit $6754.  In families where there is more than 1 credit card, debt levels may be two to three times the average.  Average household debt is up 115% under the Howard government.  Households now owe around $125 for every $100 they earn. 

The Working Poor

There is the growing phenomenon of the working poor in Australia.  It is estimated that 500,000 Australians are in this situation.  The changing profile of jobs in our society, linked as it is to the weakening of labour regulation, is multiplying the numbers of working poor, when it is considered that 90% of the net new jobs created during the 1990s paid less than $26,000 a year, and 48% of them paid less than $15,600.

The problem of working poverty is likely to become greater rather than smaller, if not addressed.  A study into the extent and depths of working poverty and remedial action is therefore warranted. 

Rural Poverty and Hardship

During 2001 rural debt in Queensland increased by 13.5%, but more revealing are the trends revealed by the Moore Stephens HL rating system as applied to farm business borrowers in Queensland.  Between 1999 and 2001, the number of borrowers in category A (who are considered viable under all or most circumstances) decreased 34.8% and in category C (who are considered non-viable) increased 135.3%.  Whatever the explanation – drought, global markets, industry reform – something disturbingly significant on a social well-being scale is happening in our rural communities.   Clearly special measures to meet rural poverty are required. 

Mutual Obligation, the Golden Rule and Future Directions

Translated on to a social, political and economic scale, the Golden Rule invites us to frame laws, build institutions and conduct our public lives in ways that protect and support the most vulnerable in our midst, for the Golden Rule enjoins us to act in ways that we could accept if we were so treated.  The implication is that a society built on the Golden Rule would be acceptable to us even if we were its most vulnerable – poor, disabled, a member of a racial or gender minority and so on. 

The philosopher John Rawls has attempted to outline the parameters of a just or Golden Rule based society.  He is referring specifically to liberal democracies like ours in Australia.  In Rawls’ view, “fairness” and “responsibility” are major attributes of a just society.  “Freedom” and “equality” are the main values to be balanced in the social distribution of resources.  We might add that such a society would take care to protect and foster relationships between people, and between people and the environment, as it respects the interconnectedness of all life. 

A key ethical principle in this society would be that of “mutual obligation”. Mutual Obligation is a notion that has been promoted rather cynically by government.  “Mutual obligation” is a two-word, two-way concept which to be meaningful in a just society, means individual citizens contribute to the well-being of the whole of society in the expectation that the resources of the whole society will be devoted to the common good, the public interest at large, including the interest of the most vulnerable and those least able to contribute. 

In this context it is worth recalling the evolutionary development of societies such as ours.  At its best, our social system has evolved on the basis of a social contract and a consensus that we are to care for each other.  If we trace the development of insurance for instance, we observe that insurance schemes, or mutual benevolent funds, or friendly societies, developed as strategies whereby the many would guarantee to care for the few.  Unfortunately, there are now clear signs that insurance, as part of the wider corpus of financial institutions, has become a plaything of the market place and is less responsive to its client stakeholders, though they may be more responsive to investing shareholders. 

And yet the picture is not so simple.  On other fronts, there are signs of hope.  New social reporting recommendations are proposed, and in some cases, have been adopted by the financial services sector.  The incorporation of triple bottom line accounting (including social and environmental, as well as financial indices) is promising.  Social responsibility criteria provide a basis for negotiating mutual obligations between creditors and their customers. 

At the end of the day, the principle of mutual obligation when it is understood as serving the common good requires a society to adopt social welfare programs, and to ensure that the public purse supports them adequately.  Accessible quality public health, education and other facilities like transport are more than a safety net for vulnerable individuals; they are ladders to opportunity which correct the tendency of neo-liberal economic systems to create winners and losers. Properly funded financial counselling services are also part of this strategy.  

At the same time we in Australia need to catch up on more creative programs to assist those who are in danger of being caught in welfare traps.  Our current Federal Government seems very ready to be a policy partner to the US on various fronts.  On the front of financial assistance, it is time we looked at schemes like the Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) available in many American states. (See M Twohey Encouraging the Working Poor to Save  March 31, 2001 National Journal Washington.)  They provide 2:1 subsidies for savings to reduce welfare dependency and enhance capital ownership of say, a home, by struggling individuals.  Individual Development Accounts are matched savings accounts geared toward the working poor.  IDAs are restricted to three uses:  buying a first home, paying for postsecondary education or training, and starting a small business. Such initiatives would begin to put mutual obligations into practice and are the sort of policies Australian governments should examine if they are to address financial hardship.  
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