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Casey North Community Information & Support Service (CNCISS) is a non-profit community based organisation providing support programs and community information to residents in the City of Casey.

The service was established in September 1997 and since that time various programs and resources have been developed to respond to community need.  The City of Casey is the fastest growing municipality in Victoria with a current population of 198,299.  This municipality is situated in the South East growth corridor of the Melbourne Metropolitan region and the population comprises of mainly young families, with a growing population of older residents and a high multi cultural population.

CNCISS employs one Manager, one Social Worker and one part time Co-ordinator of Volunteers to oversee the busy delivery of services to the local population.  CNCISS is funded by the City of Casey to provide services to local residents in the City of Casey.  A team of trained volunteers assists in the delivery of programs.

The business of the agency is primarily to provide information and support services that will improve a person’s situation or standard of living.  The highest presenting need at the agency is that of people in crisis and needing Emergency Relief and crisis related support services

In relation to the Terms of Reference set to inform the Senate, the following information is provided.

1. (a) the extent, nature and financial cost of:

(i) poverty and inequality in Australia,

There are several agencies in the City of Casey that assist people suffering hardship or experiencing times of crisis.  This model has been established so that people can access critical services such as Emergency Relief as close to their home as possible.  In general most households are only eligible for assistance at one or two of the distribution centres.

CNCISS assists households in the local post code areas and those that are unable to access the service for whatever reason, closest to their home.

For the twelve month July 2001 – June 2002 the service provided Emergency Relief assistance on 1,400 occasions totalling over $50,000.
For the current financial year the service has already achieved the previous 12 months distribution with almost $57,000 already being handed out on approximately 1,500 occasions.
The Emergency Relief is handed out in the form of supermarket vouchers, petrol and public transport vouchers and chemist vouchers.
The fact that the service has already passed figures for the last financial year indicates a sharp increase in the need for emergency and crisis assistance.

Figures recorded at this service indicate the following:


Increased number of households suffering financial hardship.

Households needing to present more often for emergency assistance

Increased number of clients presenting with much more complex problems and intensive support needs.
Increased number of people presenting with health needs.

Primary factors contributing to the increase in requests for assistance:

Family breakdown, the City of Casey is primarily populated by young families and problems within the family unit is a common reason for people presenting for assistance.

Increase in the cost of living.  General increases in essential services and goods impact greatly on all households.  ABS statistics for this area indicate that median income for the area that we service is the same in the 2001 census as it was in 196 census data.

Reduced household income.  This may be a result of loss of work, reduced hours of work or one member of the household discontinuing work, usually when a family commences.

Impact of gambling on the household.  The service has identified an increase in people presenting as a result of gambling problems.  Naturally this impacts on low income households a great deal more and is a common form of recreation in the City of Casey, where there is not a great deal of alternative recreation so readily available.

Most recently the costs of education for children, even at public schools, uniforms, books, and other sundry costs have hit families very hard.

(b) the impact of changes in the distribution of work and level of renumeration.
Reduced household income is a common issue for the households presenting, particularly young families.  Couples establish themselves with two incomes and when a family is started this is often reduced as one parent stays at home.  The result is higher family expense reduced family income.

(c) the effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty:

On occasions there  may be households that are able to survive on the income support provided by pensions and other benefits.  However, this often results in very tight and creative budgets and breaks down if there is any crisis or increased need experienced by the household.  Increased expenses incurred as a result of family illness, death in the family, car repair expenses or other unexpected event is difficult to overcome by households surviving on a low income.
However, the trend at present appears to be that it is becoming more difficult to survive on income support and low wages and more and more families are experiencing severe hardship.  High mortgage costs, increased charges for essential services and other day to day living expenses impact greatly on low income households.  Private rental is also becoming more and more expensive and more difficult to access.  There is a current dearth of affordable private rental available and this results in an increased difficulty in securing stable housing, with many opting for caravan parks and other alternatives that maybe easier to access but are just as expensive.  Consequently many people are surviving on the purchasing power of credit cards and other money lenders with high interest returns to make ends meet.
Another problem that is experienced by households where circumstances have impacted on the household income is the waiting time for assessment at Centrelink for entitlements.  Some times people may have to wait up to 10 days for an appointment when they have no other income to survive on.

(d) the effectiveness of other programs and supports in reducing cost pressures …
The problem with other programs and supports is that the people who can benefit from them may not be aware that they are available.  We have found this to be the case with many households that come to our service and have never had to access the Social Welfare sector before.

In response to this identified need CNCISS has developed a publication aimed at assisting low income families with information on services and resources that are available to improve their standard of living.  The ‘Making Ends Meet’ guide is also available on our web site www.vicnet.net.au/~cncis.
Further investigation needs to be made into the impact of the cost of services for low income households.  One example is the cost of Tertiary Education, people that can afford up front fees benefit where low income students must opt for the HECS incurring a higher charge and interest that accrues until it is repaid.
Problems experienced by Casey North Community Information & Support Service in delivering support services and developing innovative programs to alleviate hardship in the community.
The growth of presenting need is not matched by growth in resources available to meet the need.  The service is presently funded by local government and although the City of Casey is excellent in identifying the need and providing a stable income base, the possibility of increased resources is difficult.
Access to State and or Commonwealth funding for resources is not easily achieved by local community groups.  Statewide and Regional projects appear to be preferred and short term, self sustaining projects are preferred to ongoing salary commitment.

The outcome of this for our service has been a review of service delivery, prioritising case management of crisis intervention and a reduction in the availability of counselling services by professional staff.  Increased pressure on the volunteer team to provide services which require more professional expertise and training.
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