 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Welfare Rights Unit (WRU) is a community legal centre specialising in the provision of legal advice to clients of Centrelink and the Family Assistance Office who provide services (in the main) on behalf of the Department of Family and Community Services. It is a Victorian state-wide service. WRU is a member of the National Welfare Rights Network. 

The Unit’s clientele are continually dealing with poverty and its practical ramifications. It is in this context that this submission is made. 

The submission will address specifically the enquiry’s ‘Terms of reference’ with which it is most familiar: “the effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty”. 

Defining ‘Poverty’ 
The 7th Edition of the ‘Pocket Oxford Dictionary’ (Allen, 1984) defines poverty as “being poor, want, scarcity or lack, inferiority, poorness”.  Somewhat ironically the ‘Butterworth’s Australian Legal Dictionary’ (Nygh & Butt, 1997) does not even list ‘poverty’ as a separate item however ‘relief of poverty’ is noted. “Relief of poverty connotes a need for some necessity and not merely an amusement” (Ibid, page 1007).  In this context it is clear that poverty certainly equals a situation that requires rectification not an ‘indulgence’. 
The effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty

Presently the rate of income support payments is so low that it is unable to assist individuals or households to meet basic needs, let alone protect them against poverty. 

The Unit’s clientele principally contact the Unit in order to seek rectification of situations where social security payments have been refused, reduced, suspended or debts raised against them. The majority of clientele speak of the difficulties of surviving on the ‘full’ payment and the very serious ramifications for their ability to feed, clothe and house themselves, but most importantly, their children. For many of them, the reduction or the ‘stopping’ of the entitlement has ramifications that are unthinkable – homelessness, nothing to eat and nowhere to go. The reality of poverty experienced by our clientele manifests itself in illness, low levels of productivity amongst students and similar groups and feelings of social inadequacy and inability to participate in society excluding them and their families from gaining benefits from education, health care and other benefits available to those without financial impediments. 
In recent years much has been made of the issues relating to the ‘reasons’ for poverty most famously by the quote from Minister Tony Abbot,

 
“But we can't abolish poverty because poverty in part is a function of individual behaviour. We can't stop people drinking. We can't stop people gambling.   We can't stop people having substance problems. We can't stop people from  making mistakes that cause them to be less well-off than they might otherwise be.  We cannot remove risk from society without also removing freedom and that's the last thing that any government should do” (ABC 09/07/01).

However, whilst there may be some validity in the minister’s statement, in a few cases, the basic problem is not that well off persons are spending money unwisely. The main problem is that people on benefits do not receive enough money to meet their basic needs, let alone supply the needs they require in order to save and upgrade for the future. Even if they do not participate in ‘indulgences’ (as noted by the minister) they still cannot climb out of poverty. In order to undertake any of the activities the minister defines as ‘poverty-causing’ they need to have money to begin with. This is not an issue for the great majority of social security beneficiaries, they dream of the day they have enough money to consider such indulgences.  

There is really little doubting as to the validity of this argument. The aforesaid Minister himself acknowledges that people who are wage earners are not all above the poverty line (Abbot 12/06/01). Social security pensions are based on a figure of one-quarter of Male Average Weekly earnings (Vanstone, 14/03/03) and social security allowances are a minimum of $50 per fortnight lower than these. 

This is issue is particularly salient for those on ‘allowances’ (such as Newstart Allowance, Widow Allowance, Sickness Allowance etc) which deliver significantly lower income than ‘pensions’.  Pensions include the ‘Disability Support Pension’, the Age Pension and equivalent rates for those receiving Parenting Payment (Single). This differential is further exacerbated by the tougher income tests and lack of access to the benefits available on pension concession cards and add-on benefits such as telephone allowance. 

The “Henderson Poverty Line” is considered to be a signifier of poverty in Australia. Existing since 1975 (BSL, July 2002 (a)) it encompasses the basic income requirements for people in differing family situations. Constantly updated since its creation it remains an indicator of what income is required in order to sustain the most basic living standards. Whilst the measure is now only one of a number of ‘competing’ such ‘instruments’ even if it is only eighty percent (80%) accurate, the deficit that exists is still very significant. 
Using the raw figures from the Henderson poverty line the following assessments are made. For a single person under twenty-one (21) years of age attempting to survive on an allowance, the payment at one hundred and forty-five dollars ($145) per week is less than half what is required to meet the basic needs of two hundred and ninety-four dollars ($294) (BSL, July 2002 (b)). This equates to an annual deficit of seven thousand seven hundred and eight dollars ($7,708) per year for a single person under twenty-one (21) years of age.  Even if we accept the instrument is only eighty percent (80%)accurate  the deficit is still in excess of six thousand dollars ($6,000) or in excess of one hundred dollars ($100) per week. Similarly there is a deficit of one hundred and eleven dollars ($111) per fortnight for a single over twenty-one (21) year old on an allowance (Ibid). For a single pensioner over twenty-one (21) the deficit is twenty-nine dollars ($29) (BSL, July 2002 (b)). Where a family situation includes two parents on pensions the  family situation comes close to reaching the poverty line. For those with two allowees, the deficit ranges between sixty three and one hundred and three dollars ($63-$103) (BSL, July 2002 (b)) per week depending on the number of children in the family . Sole parent allowees are in a comparatively worse situation with the deficit being between eighty and one hundred dollars ($80-$100) (BSL, July 2002 (b)) per week and for those on a pension-type payment between fourteen and thirty-four dollars ($14-34) (BSL, July 2002 (b)) per week. 

With annual deficits in the thousands of dollars no amount of posturing as to the ‘reason’ for poverty is required, the benefits are simply not enough to protect individuals and families from the effects of poverty. 

This situation is further exacerbated by the imposition of ‘breaches’ on recipients of Newstart and Youth Allowance. The Senate has recently extended this to other beneficiaries (Raper, 27/03/03). Breaches further reduce payments by sixteen percent (16%) for thirteen (13) weeks for administrative breaches (Peace et al , 2002, p 5). For ‘activity breaches’ which are cumulative over two years the penalties are an eighteen percent (18%) reduction for twenty-six weeks for the first breach (Ibid) however this has been reduced to eight weeks as a result of the Senate’s recent decision (Raper, 27/03/03) twenty-five percent (25%) for second breaches (Pearce et al, 2002, p 5) and non-payment of the entire entitlement for  eight (8) weeks for the third breach  (Ibid). The rates and length of  second and third breaches have not been altered by the Senate’s recent decision (Raper, 27/03/03). The approximate costs of the breaches are between nine hundred and forty and one thousand one hundred and forty dollars ($940-$1,140) (Pearce et al, 2002, p 5) for a second breach and one thousand two hundred and ten dollars and one thousand four hundred and sixty dollars ($1,210- 1,460) (Ibid) per client for a third breach. There is no limit to the amount of breaches one may  have imposed on a recipient.
In the vast majority of cases seen by the Unit, breaches have resulted from situations where the client has not been able to comply with the ‘request’ many of which they are unaware of. The Unit has dealt with cases where persons have been breached whilst caring for terminally ill parents whilst battling substance abuse, attending the birth of children, attending cultural requirements after the death of a family member and issues that result from the client’s homelessness and/or mental health issues. Whilst there has been some improvement in the last year in the overall numbers of clients being breached, the great majority of breaches are inflicted on young people, people with psychiatric conditions, people with alcohol and drug problems, people with low literary skills and indigenous Australians (ACOSS, 2000). These people are often those facing the greatest barriers to participation in Australian society without the added imposition of a reduction in the very small allowances that they already receive. The ongoing imposition of such draconian penalties will cement many of these long-suffering people into greater, avoidable and inescapable poverty. 
Two simple solutions to begin the process of assisting the social security payments to assist in protecting individuals and families from poverty would be to raise the rate of allowances to those of pensions and an immediate removal of the ‘breach’ system. The longer these are left undone, the longer allowees will continue to experience the avoidable symptoms of poverty. 
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