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INTRODUCTION

The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) is a professional body that represents over 6,000 social workers nationally. Our members are employed within clinical, research and policy settings offering considerable professional knowledge and experience. The issues of poverty and inequality appear in many practice settings for social workers, for example aged care, mental health and family support. The AASW is therefore able to offer a diverse perspective of the impacts of poverty on working and non-working Australians and in particular, on vulnerable groups in society, as well as identifying areas of inequality.  

As social workers, we aim to maximise the development of human potential and the fulfillment of human needs.  This is pursued in our work to achieve social justice through social development and change (Code of Ethics, 1999).  We are also committed to upholding peoples’ interests and human rights.  It is through the spirit of this commitment that the AASW expresses its grave concern for those Australians that currently live in poverty and the systems that fail to address it.  In our practice, we are witnessing first hand the effects of poverty on vulnerable groups such as families, children, Indigenous Australians and the aged.  We work at the interface between people and their environments and are therefore aware of the social and economic impacts of under and unemployment, inequitable access to services, and insufficient income support systems.  In our members’ experience, poverty does exist in Australia, but is well concealed in our suburbs, our rural communities and our variable statistics.

Over the last couple of years debate has arisen between researchers as to whether poverty is increasing or decreasing in Australia, with tools of poverty measurement and definitions of poverty a source of contention.  The AASW acknowledges the importance of poverty definition and measurement in ascertaining an accurate picture of the incidence of poverty and would support more substantial research in this area.  However, in this submission, the AASW does not engage in these debates, but prefers to focus on how poverty is manifested for vulnerable groups, as well as outlining possible policy and/or program responses.

The fact that poverty is experienced by some Australians; calls into question the extent of Australia’s commitment to the 1966 Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  In particular; the right to work, the right to social security, the right to an adequate standard of living and continuous improvement of living conditions, and the right to free primary education, and generally accessible secondary and higher education (Robertson & Merrills, 1996).  These rights are not being fully realised by some vulnerable groups in our society that include children and families, the aged, and Indigenous Australians.  The AASW is aware that the Committee will be provided with extensive data and statistics about   poverty in Australia, therefore it is our intention to focus on the experience of poverty as it appears in social work practice.  This will be outlined within the context of the rights mentioned above, rights that should be given paramount consideration when examining poverty and inequality in Australia.  The submission is devoted firstly to demonstrating how poverty impacts on these groups, secondly how current social and economic policy serves to perpetuate their situation rather than improve it and finally to pose recommendations to address poverty and inequality in Australian society.

‘ THE RIGHT TO WORK’
POVERTY AMONGST NON-WORKING AND WORKING AUSTRALIANS 

There have been significant social and economic changes over the last two decades that have impacted the availability and distribution of work.  Some of these social and economic changes have resulted in entrenched unemployment, an increase in part-time and casual employment, and an increase in working hours.  

For far too many Australians their right to work has not been honoured with insufficient jobs available to meet the demand of job seekers.  For example, in February 2002, there were seven job seekers for every job vacancy (ABS, 2002).  Tasmania has retained the highest unemployment rate throughout the 1990’s, closely followed by South Australia and the Northern Territory.  This suggests that regional differences have affected availability of work, as some areas are more impacted than others by economic and industry changes.  Youth unemployment remains a significant issue in Australia.  Eric Sidoti’s paper to the ACOSS National Seminar in 2002 stated that 70% of youth at risk of long - term unemployment are early school leavers.  He identified failed school to work transitions as a key factor in long term youth unemployment, resulting in poverty, such as in Belinda’s situation described by an AASW member here.   

Belinda is a 20 year old mother of one child and grew up in a sole-parent family.  Her mother stayed at home while Belinda was at primary school, but returned to work as a medical receptionist when Belinda started high school.  However, Belinda began to skip classes and by aged 16 had left school.  Belinda secured casual work in retail until the store went out of business.  Unable to gain another job, because (she believes) she was no longer a junior and therefore entitled to more pay, she began to participate in drug misuse and before long was pregnant.  Belinda later attempted to return to TAFE to obtain her year 12 Certificate but experienced considerable financial difficulty juggling rent, childcare and transport costs.

Indigenous Australians also have a substantially lower level of labour force participation and a much higher level of unemployment when they are in the labour force.  Indigenous Australian unemployment rates in the 1996 census recorded as 23%, compared to 9% for Non-Indigenous Australians (ABS, 2002).  Unemployment and poverty experienced by Indigenous people must be considered within the broader context of deprivation caused by cultural invasion, racism and oppression (McClelland, 2000).  For Indigenous Australians living in poverty, the loss of a job is intensified by cumulative losses associated with loss of spiritual and cultural heritage, loss of relationship to land, and loss of identity and self worth.  This case study depicts an Indigenous family living in poverty as a result of joblessness, and other issues that arise as a consequence of their poverty.

This Indigenous family consists of an unemployed father and mother with two children, a baby and toddler.  They live in rural Australia.  Mr and Mrs O have been separated for 8 months.  The children are in the care of their father as their mother is suffering postnatal depression and feels able to care for them only on an occasional basis.  Mr O believes he is a victim of circumstances outside his control and alleviates his stress by using drugs and alcohol, however he has difficulty managing his anger.  Mr O has a criminal record, which began when he was a teenager and he has two supportive sisters.  One sister assists with care of the children during times of stress.  The children are experiencing neglect such as the baby having an untreated chest infection that took him one month to recover from in the care of his aunt.

Financial pressures are a major challenge for this family.  Mr O has been unemployed long term.  His misuse of drugs and alcohol leave little money for household expenses or to care for his children and consequently the family’s rent is well in arrears.  Mrs O is focussed on her own health and her contact with her children is ad hoc and infrequent.  The children are living in emotional and physical poverty.  One indicator of this is the significant developmental and speech delay of the toddler.

While Indigenous communities increasingly acknowledge that drug and alcohol issues are a problem for Indigenous people that must be addressed, so must the issues of unemployment, poverty and inequitable access to affordable and appropriate services.

The AASW is also aware that inequality exists for some Australians, evidenced in accessibility of services and the level of social and economic participation for some Australians.  An example is the growing divide between families with both parents in paid work and families with no parents in paid work (joblessness) (McClelland, 2000).  Families most likely to experience joblessness are those from non-English speaking backgrounds including Indigenous families and those with young children.  The increase in jobless families has partly been due to the increase in single parent families.  Low income arising from unemployment impacts on families by making it difficult to meet essential costs such as rent and utilities and almost impossible to meet other costs such as school excursions, new clothes and entertainment.  Clearly, the impacts of unemployment or joblessness extend beyond the jobless person to other family members.  The capacity of the family to provide positive parenting, and shape good values, behaviours and social skills are impeded if all their energy is expended in surviving from day to day (McClelland, 2000).  This is evidenced in the case study discussed above as well as many other Australian families living in poverty.

While unemployment or joblessness is strongly correlated with poverty, for those who obtain casual, part-time or low paid jobs, there is no guarantee that this will keep them out of poverty.  Economic changes and labour market deregulation have disadvantaged many working Australians.  Australian families earning low wages may have little improvement in their living standard as a result of working.  The increased costs of taking on work such as suitable clothing, travel expenses and childcare combined with a loss of concessions and income support may force families into poverty (Johnson &Taylor 2000).

The following case example demonstrates the consequences of poverty for a family who fall within a group identified by many researchers as being vulnerable to poverty, refugees.

The Hussein family consists of two adults and five children.  The family fled to Australia as refugees, and were granted permanent residency.  On arrival, they received income support payments including rent assistance for their private rental accommodation (there was a one year waiting list for priority public housing). Mr Hussein had worked as a bus driver previously and once he had improved his English he obtained employment as a casual driver with a taxi company.  However, he consequently lost most of his income support payments and concessions.  For example, his rent assistance was reduced significantly and he also began paying income tax.  His hours were irregular and the pay low.  He would be on call from 6am until 12am in case the company required him at short notice.  He was no longer able to participate in family activities and his wife began to feel isolated and depressed, caring for the children mostly on her own. The financial hardship placed extreme pressure on the Hussein family resulting in episodes of domestic violence and ultimately family breakdown.

This case study portrays the impact on a family of an insecure casualised labour market.  It also highlights the problem of high effective marginal tax rates, the result of withdrawal of income support following a rise in private income combined with income tax paid.  In addition, difficulties estimating future annual income may lead to a possible over payment through Family Tax Benefit, resulting in a debt to Centrelink that families must repay.  Families such as the Husseins are particularly at risk of acquiring debt due to the uncertain nature of income from casual work.

Another group of working Australians at risk of poverty are those with caring responsibilities.  Both sole parents and carers of the elderly or disabled are faced with a difficult dilemma.  The more hours they work in paid employment the more their income support payments are reduced, even though they must pay someone else to assume their caring responsibilities while they are at work.  If they reduce their hours of paid work they face poverty due to insufficient income support.  Programs established to provide care such as aged community care packages, have been hampered by funding cycles.  Availability of packages may not coincide with the community demand, leaving some working Australians with no choice but to use the private caring market, an expensive option, or informal care arrangements with no guaranteed standards of care.  This is echoed in child care services where fluctuating demand is not mirrored in the supply of good quality child care. With inquiries all around the country into escalating levels of child abuse and a growing awareness of elder abuse, there are significant social as well as economic costs brought to bear from the poverty experienced within this group of working Australians. 

‘THE RIGHT TO AN ADEQUATE STANDARD OF LIVING AND CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT OF LIVING CONDITIONS’

HEALTH AND HOUSING FOR AUSTRALIANS LIVING IN POVERTY

Health

The report, ‘No Child…’ commissioned by the Children’s Task force in 2000 and written by social worker, Alison McClelland for the Brotherhood of St Laurence, showed that there is substantial child poverty in Australia and that this has a serious impact on their life outcomes including health.  This report found that in the 1990’s, children most at risk of poverty were those in Indigenous families, sole-parent families, jobless families, and families in private or public rental accommodation.  The costs of poverty within these groups are seen in their health outcomes.  Children in low-income families have more chronic illness, are more likely to have visual and hearing defects, dental problems, developmental delay and behaviour problems (McClelland, 2000).  

Professor Fiona Stanley has reported that 40% of sole parents with 3 or 4 children live on incomes below 80% of the half average poverty line.  She notes some worrying trends amongst Australia’s young people such as epidemics of mental health problems including suicides, risk taking behaviours, depression and eating disorders.  Professor Stanley attributes these to complex social factors such as the growth of unemployment, poverty, inequality in wealth and access to services and increased pressure on families.  The following case study highlights the psychosocial impact of poverty on a young person.

Jessica is 11 years old and lives with her mother and two older brothers.  Her father was gaoled for drug related offences.  Jessica is an overweight child with juvenile diabetes.  Her weight prohibits her from engaging in sporting activities with other children and she is marginalised at school by peers.  Her teacher referred her to counselling due to her withdrawn behaviour and inability to concentrate in class resulting in poor academic performance.  Jessica revealed in counselling that she hates her life and hates herself.  She rejected suggestions of joining after school activities as she said her mother could not afford for her to do them.  Jessica displayed symptoms of depression and when asked what she wanted to do when she grew up, could not envisage any future for herself except for maybe getting married and having a baby.

In a report by the ACT Poverty Task Group (2000), focus group participants listed the following as major issues relating to accessing adequate health care:

· The cost of medication and services

· The exclusion of non-mainstream therapies from Medicare and the Pharmaceutical Benefits scheme

· An increased emphasis on private healthcare and a perception of the winding back of Medicare in favour of a user pays system

One focus group participant (1999) stated ‘…poverty means that I can’t afford the medication, special diets and special clothing that my child needs because it is not covered.’

An AASW member highlights the financial burden for individuals and families where a person has a chronic illness.  ‘…For example a person with renal failure who is then unable to work or only a little, and incurs lots of costs travelling to and fro for treatment etc.’ 

For Indigenous Australians, ill health is an ongoing issue with infant mortality still 3-4 times higher than non-Indigenous Australians and the rate of hospital admission for pneumonia 80 times higher for Indigenous children (McClelland, 2000).  It is therefore of great concern that in a recent tour of remote Queensland townships, ATSIC found a serious lack of services for Indigenous people and a lack of coordination of existing services, creating gaps and overlaps in service delivery (ATSIC media release, 2003).  The AASW is however, heartened to note that a Regional Health Agreement between the Queensland and Commonwealth Governments, ATSIC and local Indigenous health organisations is being negotiated.  Successful agreements that take a whole of government and community approach are essential for improving the health outcomes for Indigenous Australians.  

Housing

Appropriate and affordable housing should be a basic right of all Australians.  However, this is not the case with 793,000 households with housing affordability problems in 1997-1998 (ABS, 2002), 60% of whom were in rented accommodation.  In 2000-2001, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare found that there was an increase in families relying on supported accommodation services compared to in 1996-1997 (ABS, 2002); indicating that affordable and suitable housing is an increasing problem.  The greatest concern is that a poor standard of housing correlates strongly with poor outcomes across the board including health issues, economic disadvantage and crime, resulting in significant social and financial costs to society.

For those living in poverty, there is a lack of choice regarding housing options.  

Public housing has considerable waiting lists all around the country and in some states the private rental market is very tight.  In the ACT there is less than a 1% vacancy rate.  This means that owners can select whomever they want as tenants and faced with a dual income family over a jobless family, they will choose the highest income.  Public housing does not offer choice or security either.  Tenants are placed wherever the vacancy happens to be and that might not be near important family or social networks.  They can nominate a general area of choice but are told that it can take considerably longer than if they accept anywhere.  A focus group participant in the ACT Poverty Task Group report stated ‘…often people have difficulty coping, particularly when older people get transferred after living somewhere for decades (2000).’  For those who are waiting for public housing and cannot secure private rental accommodation, the only option is limited community housing or supported accommodation services (SAAP).

An AASW member expressed this concern regarding public housing:  

‘An issue I believe is often ignored relates to families being relocated by the Department of Housing to areas such as the LaTrobe Valley where housing is cheaper and more accessible.  These families are unemployed couples or single parents with no social supports.  They often come with no furniture and little or no money and in many cases with major personal issues.  Early Housing applicants cannot have more than $1500 in cash assets.  This means local agencies have to provide for them, agencies that are already over stretched.  There appears to be no social planning by Government departments.  If an area is to be used for relocation, the financial infrastructure should be there.’

The ABS report that housing conditions tend to be poorer among Indigenous Australians irrespective of where they live.  They found that in 1999, 13% of all Indigenous households in non-remote areas of Australia had insufficient bedrooms to accommodate all family members.  Indigenous households were also more likely to report that their dwelling was in high need of repair (2002). 

If Australia is committed to ensuring an adequate standard of living for all; then the adequate supply of affordable and suitable housing must be addressed by the Commonwealth Government as a priority.  Homelessness is a national, multifaceted problem with 105,000 people recorded as homeless in the 1996 Census (ABS, 2002).  Unless a coordinated national framework for homelessness is developed, this number may grow at enormous social and financial cost to society. 

‘THE RIGHT TO FREE PRIMARY EDUCATION AND GENERALLY ACCESSIBLE SECONDARY & HIGHER EDUCATION’

EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES FOR AUSTRALIANS LIVING IN POVERTY

‘…The funding of public education is essential to Australian democracy’ (Professor Alan Reid quoted in SACOSS Submission, 2002).

As discussed in SACOSS’ submission to the South Australian Inquiry into Poverty, education is the key to obtaining work and maintaining it (2002).  Therefore education, as a safeguard against unemployment, should be invested in strongly by state and Commonwealth Governments to assist in addressing one of the main causative factors leading to poverty.  However, funding of public education has not been adequate, with public schools forced to close, a lack of tenure for teaching staff, and class sizes growing to unmanageable proportions (Johnson & Taylor, 2002). Some public schools have also been forced to ask for voluntary parent contributions to meet the costs of providing an appropriate standard of education. This combined with additional costs for uniforms, excursions, books and other equipment suggests that access to a ‘free’ primary school education is no longer a right that will be upheld in Australia.

The rising costs of educating our children places undue hardship on families living in poverty who are struggling to meet essential costs such as rent, utilities and food.  It is the children in these families who pay the greatest price through exclusion from extra curricular activities such as school camps and excursions or educational events presented at schools by outside organisations for a fee.  

Max is 12 years old and attends a public coeducational high school. He had not attended any of the school discos or after hours activities arranged during the year and when he refused to attend the end of year party the teacher became concerned.  She referred Max to the school liaison officer (social worker) who asked why he did not participate in social activities.  Max informed her that the only clothes he had to wear were his school uniforms, that he was too embarrassed to attend and feared being bullied.

Family poverty is closely linked to poor school performance and low school retention rates.  Children from low-income families are also more likely to be unemployed or underemployed (McClelland 2000).  Families living in poverty therefore need additional resources and support to ensure that their children receive an equitable standard of education.  Access to an equitable standard of education for families in poverty, should be ensured by Government otherwise education will become a three-tier system, private education, public education and an abridged version of public education for the disadvantaged.  Strategies such as that proposed in SA to introduce a fine to parents that do not ensure their children attend school are punitive and unhelpful.  It will further disadvantage poor families.  The strategy individualises the problem of poverty and poor educational outcomes rather than recognising and taking responsibility for its structural causes.  An outreach and case management program for truanting children/young people would be more likely to be successful and could result in positive links being developed between the young person, the family and the school. 

‘THE RIGHT TO SOCIAL SECURITY’

INCOME SUPPORT AND OTHER SUPPORT PROGRAMS FOR AUSTRALIANS

Income support and Poverty

If access to social security is considered a right in Australia in accordance with the 1966 Covenant for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, then the shift to a policy of mutual obligation is confusing, for that implies that income support is a privilege that one must earn.  It is questionable whether the right to income support is upheld within a system that issues financial penalties for not complying with ‘obligations’ to receive income support.  The AASW asks therefore, is income support a right, ‘that which is due to anyone by just claim’, (MacQuarie Dictionary, 1990); or is it a privilege given to those whom the Government believes deserve it? 

The AASW agrees with SACOSS that the current income security system fails to ensure the welfare of people who do not receive income from other sources.  However, we believe that this outcome is closely linked to the debate over whether the income support system should be a safety net or a springboard.  The AASW shares the Government’s concern over intergenerational poverty and poverty traps but does not endorse the systemic blaming or punishment of recipients as a helpful way to address these issues.  

People are forced to rely on income support when life circumstances offer them no other choice such as relationship or family breakdown, unemployment, ageing or other barriers such as disability or illness.  These are factors outside of the individual’s control and the income support system should be there as a safety net to ensure the ability of these people to enjoy a reasonable level of economic and social participation in their community.  

The AASW does not support the suggestion that people choose not to work, as our practice experience shows that those of working age who are discouraged from securing employment, do so because of structural factors outlined earlier in this submission such as taxation disincentives, casualised employment, health, housing or education issues.  It defies logic to argue that people would choose to live in poverty, which is what the current level of many income support payments offers those who have no other source of income.  There are many sources of evidence available such as that provided by ACOSS, Brotherhood of St Laurence and the Smith Family, showing that income support payments are often below poverty lines.  Harding and Szukalska identify that income support payments are gradually falling further behind community incomes in periods where real incomes are increasing (2000).

The impact of insufficient income support to ensure equitable social and economic participation in society, is witnessed by social workers in many areas of practice.  Impacts such as discrimination experienced by those on income support when trying to secure private rental accommodation or low interest loans, and the charging of higher fees on small accounts.   Our clients also report the shame and embarrassment of having to disclose personal details such as finances, relationships or substance abuse issues over and over with agencies so that they can access support.  A participant in the ACT Poverty Task Force survey stated:

‘Poverty means when you get a pension, it doesn’t cover costs such as heating, food and clothing’ (1999)

The Brotherhood of St Laurence conducted in depth interviews with 49 recipients of income support payments from Centrelink, in 2002 and found the following:

· Two thirds of benefit recipients had experienced illness in the preceding 12 months, with the poorest outcome for mental health consumers who felt their illness was misunderstood and they would be more likely to be breached,

· There were difficulties with payments due to issues such as recipients losing letters and not handing in forms,

· Those who had to sign ‘Preparing for Work Agreements’ felt under pressure to agree to whatever Centrelink staff included.

The issues that stand out from these points are the disempowerment of those on income support, the challenges of organising oneself to meet the demands of the social security system, amidst crises that have made one require the support in the first place, and the importance of recognising the individual needs of those receiving income support.  

The AASW considers that there are two areas that need urgent reform, the level of income support payments and the penalties imposed for ‘non compliance’.  It is clear in our practice experience that income support payments do not protect people from poverty, therefore payments should be increased to lift people to at least meet poverty lines in conjunction with programs for retraining, further education and job creation.  We believe, contrary to Government policy, that mutual obligation will not help people out of poverty but rather make them more disenfranchised within the system and society. 

Effectiveness of other support programs 

Australia adopted a National Competition policy in the 1990’s that has had a deleterious impact on service provision in the health and welfare sector.  The Government has pursued reduced government responsibility for welfare, devolved welfare provision to the non-government sector and endorsed mutual obligation as a means to make individuals responsible for their own welfare (Alston,1999).  The Purchaser/Provider model has seen welfare and health services tendered out to the most efficient bidder.  This has often resulted in for-profit organisations succeeding over non-profit, has favoured large organisations and failed to improve service delivery, disempowering service users (Alston, 1999).  Consequently, agencies are in danger of focusing more on managing with scarce resources rather than accountability to their clients.  This policy has also bread a culture of competition which means agencies are less likely to work together for the best outcomes for clients, are less likely to share ideas and spend valuable resources trying to justify their existence.

If resourced adequately, the devolution of health and welfare services from government to the community could achieve positive outcomes for people living in poverty, particularly those in rural areas.  But the Government has not focused on innovation and social capital building.  It has concentrated on reducing welfare expenditure, withdrawing services and infrastructure and cost shifting to the non-government sector, resulting in social exclusion (Alston, 1999).

Health and welfare agencies are over stretched, unable to meet the demand on their services as a result of under-resourced devolution to the non-government sector.  Consequently, people seeking support are turned away or face long waiting lists.  Many of the AASW’s members have expressed concern at only being able to respond to those in severe crisis, particularly in the area of mental health, due to excessive demand on their service.  There have been several state inquiries around Australia into deaths or injury of clients in mental health, disability and child welfare services that raise concern regarding the resourcing of these areas.  

Few programs and supports are achieving an effective reduction in cost pressures on Australians or are successfully building capacity for self-sufficiency.  For example, with Australia’s health system rapidly becoming a user pays service, poor outcomes may await those who cannot afford to access private services.  It was reported in 2002 in The Mrecury that there was a 16 year waiting list for non-urgent public dental treatment in Tasmania.  Bulk billing is also being dismantled under the privatisation of our health care system.  This is undoubtedly a resource issue as the Commonwealth Government has channeled 2.3 billion dollars into a rebate for those with private health insurance, money taken away from public health care.  If those funds were redirected to improve GP services, including higher Medicare payments then bulk billing could be restored, advantaging many Australians on low incomes.  A renegotiation of the Australian Health Care Agreement should occur when it expires on 30 June 2003.  The ACT Government is calling for changes that allow the states and territories to bulk bill GP type patients who present at emergency departments, back to the Commonwealth Government.  This may be feasible if the rebate was redirected back to fund the public health system, therefore supporting those on low incomes who cannot pay for health care.

While we acknowledge that the Government is attempting to develop programs and supports to assist disadvantaged Australians, community consultation and involvement in planning and implementation, combined with judicious use of resources are essential for successful outcomes.  A senior social worker expressed these issues relating to imprisonment, poverty and the process by which prisoners are able to re-enter the community, as an example of the effectiveness of programs in building capacity for financial independence.

‘Western Australia has the highest rate of imprisonment both for blacks and whites.  Imprisoning the offender may sometimes be necessary but the consequences of this are long-term poverty for the prisoner and his/her family.  This compounds itself as the family sinks deeper into a debt economy – constantly owing money to business, family and friends…The Western Australian Government has recently proposed “re-entry” programs to ensure ex-offenders have both jobs and housing (all worldwide research indicating that these two factors are THE factors determining reoffending).  Getting these two conditions to therapeutic level will be expensive.  Just giving offenders and their families a house or a job will not deal with the problems, as they also have to deal with attending post release programs, parole, drug centres etc.  Most newly released prisoners cannot deal with all these factors at once and perhaps for the first time in their lives hold down a job.  On the other hand, not dealing with these issues will sentence many prisoners’ families to indefinite poverty and will no doubt help generate the next generation of offenders.’

DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONAL STRATEGIES TO IDENTIFY AND ADDRESS POVERTY AMONGST WORKING AND NON WORKING INDIVIDUALS AND HOUSEHOLDS.

Public Policy and the Perpetuation of Poverty

Part of the social work ethic is the avoidance of blame.  Social work instead emphasises the dignity of the human person and the well-being of the person and the community.  It is for this reason that this submission from AASW begins with a focus on the rights of the person, and underscores the actuality that the causes of poverty, such as unemployment, poor health, poor or no housing and the lack of educational opportunities, are abuses of basic human rights.

The recent history of Australia’s attempts to reduce the incidence of poverty has not had the desired outcomes.  Levels of unemployment remained far too high over the ten years since the early 1990’s recession, and the treatment of the problem appears to have taken some retrograde steps.  The Commonwealth Government significantly reduced funding for labour market assistance in the 1996/97 Budget but at the same time, introduced mutual obligation and required more of unemployed people (McClelland 2002, p216).  The application of the notion of mutual obligation has placed the emphasis on the individual and failure to comply with the conditions of receiving welfare assistance is met by a series of regulatory penalties.

Alison McClelland (2002) argues that “the current application of mutual obligation is geared towards helping (and coercing) welfare recipients adapt to current institutional arrangements rather than examining their effectiveness and inclusiveness”.  So, consideration of the capacity of the labour market to meet the needs of people moving into work and the provision of training and appropriate work experience has been neglected.  While the welfare reform debate has introduced language such as “capacity building” and “social inclusion”, McClelland believes that mutual obligation limits the capacity of government to build capacity both for the individual and the institutions that serve them (2002).  

The AASW supports the change in language, already obvious in the Commonwealth Government’s recent consultation paper, “Building a simpler system to help jobless families and individuals” (2002), which emphasises self-reliance and social inclusion, but it is hoped that the rhetoric will be matched by changes in policy and support for our education and training institutions, social support, health, labour market and income support mechanisms.

The AASW commends the initiative of the South Australian Government in establishing the Social Inclusion Unit in the Department of Premier and Cabinet.  The Unit is governed by a Board comprising representatives of the community, and reports directly to the Premier.  As its title suggests, the Unit’s purpose is to identify the most vulnerable and disadvantaged in the community and through consultation with them and other stakeholders, will seek ways in which they can be brought back into community.  Solutions may be multiple and will involve a “whole of government approach”, and “joined up” service delivery to respond to the multi causes of the problems receiving the attention of the Unit.  (Cappo, 2002)  This language acknowledges that there are no simplistic answers to complex social problems and that an agency, working in isolation from other services, may in fact contribute to problems rather than solving them.  The job of the Social Inclusion Unit is to facilitate social problem solving with the subjects and together with those agencies that may have some part of the solution.

Income Support 

The AASW welcomes some recent comments from the Employment Minister concerning the simplification of income support payments.  Simplification of income support payments must go hand in hand with a fairer income support system.  The AASW supports the current Federal Budget Priorities Statement 2003-2004, “Piecing It Together” produced by the Australian Council of Social Service, which argues for the reduction of high effective tax rates for unemployed people and for those in transition to work; the removal of the worst of the anomalies in the present social security system, particularly those relating to the Newstart Allowance, the Youth Allowance, Austudy and the Dependent Youth Allowance.  The AASW also believes that migrants, refugees and asylum seekers continue to receive unjust income support treatment.  If simplification of income support payments is accompanied by positive support for people re-entering the workforce, rather than a reliance on enforcement and punitive measures, then Australia will be moving toward an income support system that is both fair and efficient.

Employment, Education and Training

Social workers recognise that work is more than providing an adequate living for people.  As noted earlier in this document, the right to work is a fundamental human right for all people.  Work is a means of establishing, developing and maintaining human dignity; and work provides a key means of social and economic participation in the life of the community.

While unemployment levels have decreased to about 6% the profile of this proportion is very different to the 1970’s and earlier, when most unemployed were considered short term and in between jobs.  That has been no longer the case for the past decade.  This submission has noted that the disturbing trend in unemployment is the numbers of long term unemployed and the numbers of children growing up in jobless families.

For those in work, increased anxiety about job security and longer working hours appear to impact on all levels.  According to The Canberra Times, (18/2/2003), a survey conducted by the Mt Eliza Business School found that managers rated the work-life balance as the most important priority in their careers.  And the Australian Council of Trade Unions found that 28% of respondents to a survey that it conducted last year rated similarly.

While “over employment” is a concern for large sections of the workforce, continuing under employment is an even greater problem because those affected by casualisation and part-time work do not have adequate incomes to meet basic costs of living.  A longitudinal study carried out by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1997-99) indicated that most of Australia’s jobless were caught in a rotation of short-term jobs and unemployment.  Stephen Long, writing in the Financial Review (5/2/1999), noted that the ABS study “cast serious doubt on the conventional wisdom that part-time and casual jobs provide a bridge to full-time employment”.  Workers caught in the trap of casual and/or part time work need greater support to find meaningful full time employment.  The AASW is not able to offer an opinion about the best alternative to help people make the welfare to work transition.  Alternatives, such as removing tax disincentives or providing low-income working families with tax credits, or some combination of both have been proposed, but it is vital for the well-being of low-income families that ways be implemented that provide them with a living wage and work.

We repeat that issues concerning unemployment, underemployment, low wages and the work/family balance can only be addressed by a whole of government and community approach that ensures adequate funding for education, a relevant minimum wage, removing the tax disincentives for people who want to participate in the work force and by addressing regional factors concerning employment.  Regional factors include a focus on regional centres such as Newcastle or Geelong, but also much more attention needs to be given to rural and remote communities across Australia.  

Education at all levels has to be given increased priority in Australia, if education is to be one of the truly effective means by which people can escape poverty.  This means that early childhood education as well as post-graduate tertiary education will be given increased funding, even if this has to be targeted to those localities where school dropout rates are of most concern.  The quality and resourcing of teacher education at all levels has been neglected and must be addressed.

Health and Housing

The 1966 Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights also listed the right to an adequate standard of living as a basic human right.  Health and housing are both causes and consequences of living in poverty.  

At a time of continuing community concern about access to health services, the Commonwealth Government has been making it more difficult for people to gain access to health services by failing to adequately support the Medicare system in Australia.  Attention has been given to General Medical Practice to the exclusion of the development of better primary health care and community health services including allied health care.  Allied health services, including social work services, can provide community based and cost effective ways of meeting the needs of disadvantaged groups, such as people with mental health needs.  Again, the AASW emphasises that allied health services do need to be adequately resourced if they are to deliver community based and cost effective services.

An irritant for the social work profession is the continuing refusal of private health insurers to provide rebates to the clients of social work services.  This is an added disadvantage to clients, and means that clients have to opt for more expensive support services, which in turn means that the health insurers are also paying more for services than they need to.

With regard to housing, the AASW again supports ACOSS in its call for the development of a National Housing Strategy which needs to address the capacity of people to live in affordable housing in the public and private rental sectors, the sustainability of the community housing sector and the need to ensure that public housing tenants have access to employment opportunities.

Again, the AASW recognises the importance of addressing regional factors in health and housing.  Providing adequate allied health services, that include access to social work services, is as important in rural and remote areas as it is in metropolitan areas.  To this time attention has been limited to general practice and nursing services in rural and remote locations.  The AASW calls on the government to provide funding for allied health services in all rural and remote areas of Australia.

Community Services

The community service sector is an increasingly vital service provider to disadvantaged people.  According to the ACOSS report, “Australians Living On the Edge”, this sector has grown by almost a third since 1995/96, but many agencies reported that they are barely coping with increased demands.

The community service sector mediates between the individual, family, group or community and government agencies, and it provides a range of support to people at critical times in their lives.  The ACOSS Budget Review states: “Community services are therefore essential tools in enhancing capacity, creating pathways for development, and in responding to immediate needs and obstacles.” (2003)

Yet, as the ACOSS Budget Review document also reveals, there is no national development and planning strategy for community services in Australia, which means that there are service gaps and that many disadvantaged groups cannot gain access to needed services.  The Review highlights the gaps and lack of funding in community care and the Home and Community Care Program (HACC).  If these programs received adequate funding and provided coverage across Australia, they have the potential to reduce poverty and over reliance on acute care.

CONCLUSION

The Australian Association of Social Workers’ submission to this Inquiry into Poverty is set out in broad parameters.  The submission employs a human rights perspective to highlight issues of poverty in Australia and then proposes a range of strategies to alleviate poverty in Australia.  These strategies, however, are only suggested as starting points and are not to be seen as “the solution”.  

This Senate Inquiry in to Poverty comes at an interesting time in Australia’s history.  After transforming our economy and integrating it into the global market during the 1990s, and seeing clear evidence of its benefits, Australia still faces unacceptably high levels of poverty and unemployment, particularly long-term unemployment.  

There are always difficult choices to make regarding wealth creation and distribution, but after decades of focusing on wealth creation the AASW believes that now is the time to attend to issues of fair distribution of the wealth that has been created.  The end goal of any redistribution is to create a society that is cohesive, inclusive, and where all members have an opportunity to be self-reliant; and those who cannot sustain themselves will be adequately supported by the agents of the community in ways that protect their dignity.  It is suggested that a cohesive, inclusive and self reliant community will also produce a sustainable economy for its citizens.  

Achieving the goal of a cohesive, inclusive self reliant society will take a great deal of collective will and will mean that a comprehensive range of strategies, both at the macro and local levels, will be implemented.  There will be no simple solutions and means must be found to include in the solution the very people who are caught in poverty.  The emphasis will be on a “whole of society” approach to finding solutions, which is broader even than a “whole of government” methodology.  Social workers stand ready to assist in this process.  Their professional frame of reference which is systemic and based on strong notions of justice, the well-being of the individual, family, neighbourhood and community make them a most valuable resource in the “whole of society” approach to the eradication of poverty. 
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