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SUMMARY OF KEY ISSUES

· Census data can hide pockets of severe socio-economic disadvantage.

· Housing affordability influences poverty levels:

· Homeless suffer 'severe' poverty.

· Private rental housing is becoming a 'tenure of constraint' rather than a matter of choice.

· Agencies are not building low cost housing for rent.


· Closure and re-development of residential parks disadvantages families on low incomes.

· Access to adequate public transport influences poverty levels:

· Lack of adequate public transport forces residents to rely on expensive private transport options.

· Lack of equitable concession rates disadvantages local residents.

· Consideration needs to be given to accessibility options for our aging population.

· Lack of an integrated approach to solving complex urban problems contributes to socio-economic disadvantage and poverty.

· Families who care for family members with disabilities are at particular risk of suffering poverty.

SUBMISSION BY FAIRFIELD CITY COUNCIL

INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

1.
Census Figures Hide Pockets of Severe Disadvantage


Fairfield local government area (LGA) is not homogenous.  There are pockets of severe disadvantage - particularly in our older areas - that are not adequately reflected when looking at census figure averages for the whole LGA.

Many of these people live in severe poverty that is often overlooked when addressing issues at the LGA level. 

Table 1.  Unemployment and Participation Rates 2001 (All persons)

	Suburb
	Unemployment Rate
	Participation Rate

	Abbotsbury

Cabramatta

Canley Vale

Carramar

Fairfield
	3.8

21.3

17.2

17.7

19.3
	71.9

45.4

45.3

48.5

46.6

	Fairfield LGA
	12.7
	52.9

	Sydney SD
	6.1
	61.4


Table 2.  Socio-economic Indicators

	Suburb
	Average Weekly Income (persons)
	Median Monthly Loan Repayments
	Median Weekly Rent

	Abbotsbury

Cabramatta

Canley Vale

Carramar

Fairfield
	$ 580

$313

$346

$368

$347
	$1,172

$763

$877

$789

$935
	$246

$135

$151

$132

$171

	Fairfield LGA
	$390
	$1,038
	$159

	Sydney SD
	$577
	$1,251
	$220


2.
Housing Affordability

Housing affordability is emerging as a key issue in Fairfield City.

Contrary to public perception, people suffering socio-economic difficulties do not only live in areas of public housing.  

Firstly, there is a growing number of homeless that have no fixed address.  They must rely on charitable organisations and their own ingenuity to survive on a daily basis.  Clearly, these people suffer from 'extreme' poverty and are often overlooked in all aspects of policy development.

There are also those in the "housing gap" situation who earn too much to qualify for welfare housing, but too little to be able to purchase their own home.  These families are forced to pay private rentals that can lead to severe socio-economic disadvantage.  In Fairfield LGA, this situation is often exacerbated by multiple families, and extended families, living under the same roof so as to make living more affordable.  Clearly, these households could be considered under considerable 'stress' and results in 'over-occupation' of the dwelling stock that is not advantageous for the area.

There is also a growing proportion of the population who have the economic ability to purchase their own home, but who decide not to because of the uncertainty of the economy, and job insecurities.  This trend leads to more people competing for the limited stock of rental housing thereby inflating rent levels.  The result is that the lowest income families are being left with little "after housing disposable income" which can lead to extreme hardship for some families.

Private rental housing is now becoming a 'tenure of constraint' rather than a matter of choice.

A key factor also influencing the availability of low cost housing is that no government agencies are building low cost housing for rent.  As such, the availability of rental housing is dependent upon private investment that leaves families at the mercy of market demands.  This may result in inflated rentals beyond the capacity of many families to pay.

Another emerging issue is the closure and re-development of residential parks, including caravan parks and manufactured home estates.  These parks are often the last resort for many families caught in the poverty cycle.  They cannot gain alternative private rental due to being 'black listed' by landlords due to a prior history of rental defaults.  This type of housing is a way to keep these families off the street.  The trend to re-develop these sites without regard for social implications is a matter of great concern.

Insurance

Insurance can be an issue for residents living in some areas of our City.  

Some insurance companies are not willing to issue insurance because of the perceived liabilities involved, or if they do insure, a higher premium is often charged.  This situation leaves families vulnerable of increased financial liabilities if they are uninsured and are in an accident, or have their possessions stolen, or if they have to pay high premiums.  This is clearly an issue that contributes to the socio-economic disadvantage of residents.

3.
Public Transport Issues

Lack of adequate public transport in Western Sydney plays a significant role in contributing to the socio-economic disadvantage of these communities.

Low-income families are attracted to areas under the "Urban Release Program" because land is affordable, however there is often a lack of adequate public transport. These families are least able to cope when they can't access appropriate transport.  This leads to 'transport stress' where families in order to function effectively, eg, going to work, taking children to school, weekly grocery shopping etc are forced to have two or even three cars at their disposable.

This places those least able to cope with increased debt and financial liability to spend their very limited funds on items such as petrol, and 'on-going' vehicle maintenance, registration and insurance costs.  

Due to limited employment opportunities in the local area this may also be coupled with high public transport costs, eg driving to a station and then having to travel up to an hour into the city for work.  This is not only a significant financial burden on struggling families, but may also have a high 'social cost' in the length of time taken to travel, thereby reducing family and recreational time.

Our taxes pay to subsidise public transport in other parts of Sydney yet people in Fairfield City are often not able to take advantage of these subsidies because of the nature of the local government area.  Fairfield City is made up of both rural and urban areas and covers a total area of 104 kms2.  Adequate public transport is not available all over the City and residents may be forced to use private bus companies that do not offer comparable subsidies.  Residents are being penalised for where they live.

Failure to provide adequate and affordable public transport to those most in need, while continuing to finance new transport infrastructure for the more wealthy parts of Sydney is clearly inequitable.  The resulting social costs of increasing unemployment, health and welfare demands still have to be paid for by the community.

Accessibility for our Aging Population.

It is generally acknowledged that we have an aging population.  It is also generally acknowledged that current policies encourage the elderly to stay in their own homes as long as possible.

This raises the issue of what happens when the elderly are unable to drive due to failing health or physical inability such as poor eyesight.   If they live in an area where there is inadequate public transport then the loss of their 'mode of transport' can lead to significant lifestyle changes.  This may result in issues such as increased social isolation, a loss of independence and a feeling of helplessness and despair.  It is also likely that financial constraints (being on a pension) may also prohibit use of taxi's etc.  This is an issue that should not be ignored as it may significantly contribute to increased burdens on an already crippling health care system and aged care system.
4.
Integrated Approach Needed to Solve Complex Urban Problems

There is an urgent need for an integrated approach to solving complex urban problems, including severe socio-economic disadvantage and poverty.  

The development of cities involves very complex issues that require consultation with all concerned, a comprehensive and co-ordinated approach, and a level of commitment by all levels of government, and the private sector to bring about change for the better.

An example of such a program was the 'Better Cities Program' that highlighted the need for planning to be undertaken in order to secure funds for implementation of government programs.  The prerequisite was a requirement to coordinate, to integrate, to partner, to innovate, to consult, to commit joint budgets and to act to achieve outcomes.  

Reinstating a similar program would greatly assist in solving problems that contribute to severe poverty in the community.

5.
Families who care for family members with disabilities

Poverty among families who care for family members with disabilities is high due to the following factors:

· High cost of care;

· High cost of medication;

· High cost of home modification;

· High cost of accessible equipment;

· High cost of accessible transport; 

· Carers not being able to have permanent sustainable employment because of 'care' commitments;

· Limited respite care places for teenagers and elderly people with disabilities.

Government policy needs to address these inequalities as a matter of urgency.
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