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Executive summary

The Senate Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry into Poverty in Australia is timely.  It is the first Inquiry into poverty since 1975, and there have been major economic and social changes since that time.  This submission by the Queensland Government discusses some key Government strategies for reducing poverty and disadvantage and highlights the need for a collaborative national approach.

The nature, extent and implications of poverty

Poverty is a significant policy issue.  However, the level of poverty is a matter of some debate, as various studies use different approaches to measure poverty.  The most recent authoritative assessment of income poverty levels and trends in Australia was undertaken by the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM).  The NATSEM report concluded that more than 2.4 million Australians, or one in every eight (13.0%), lived in income poverty in 2000.  Poverty rates were particularly high for some groups, such as sole parent households and the unemployed.

The Queensland Government is strongly committed to taking all measures available at the State Government level to reduce poverty.  The submission highlights that reducing poverty requires a broad strategy.  It is not enough to focus solely on policies that address the symptoms of poverty.  Rather, it is necessary to consider the impacts on poverty and disadvantage when setting the broad framework of government policy and in relevant decision-making.

The Government has developed five key policy priorities in consultation with the community.  The priorities aim to secure Queensland’s ongoing prosperity as a modern service economy in Australia, the Asia-Pacific and internationally. They are:

· More jobs for Queensland – skills and innovation – the Smart State;

· Safer and more supportive communities;

· Community engagement and a better quality of life;

· Valuing the environment; and

· Building Queensland’s regions.

These priorities focus on fostering a better quality of life for all Queenslanders, including the most disadvantaged and vulnerable in the community.  They also address the three themes identified in the World Bank strategy for attacking poverty; namely promoting opportunity, facilitating empowerment and enhancing security (World Bank, 2000).  In this way, they provide a framework for reducing poverty in Queensland.

The submission provides a detailed discussion of a number of key Queensland Government strategies for reducing poverty and disadvantage.  These strategies highlight the breadth of the policy framework that is in place.

Promoting opportunity to participate in the economy

Promoting opportunities to participate in the economy is crucial to reducing poverty.  It is important that the policy framework focuses both on achieving the maximum sustainable rate of economic growth, and ensuring that economic growth benefits all sections of the community, including the most vulnerable.  Queensland has experienced much faster economic and employment growth than the rest of Australia for a considerable period.  Despite this, the unemployment rate remains too high.  Clearly, in order to reduce poverty, a fundamental challenge is to create more jobs and to ensure that Queensland becomes a high skill, high wage economy.  This is the crux of the Queensland Government’s number one policy priority of More jobs for Queensland – skills and innovation – the Smart State.

In the past, Queenslanders without post-compulsory qualifications were generally able to secure stable employment in unskilled or semi-skilled occupations.  However, globalisation and improved technology are rapidly eroding these opportunities.  Young people can no longer expect to get good jobs or earn decent incomes without obtaining Year 12 or an equivalent qualification.  There are still approximately 10,000 young Queenslanders aged 15 to 17 who are not in school, vocational education or substantial employment and who are at considerable risk of experiencing poverty.  The Government has recently announced unprecedented reform of the education and training systems to address this issue and re-engage these young people in learning or earning.

Over the past two decades there has been significant growth in earnings inequality, both in Queensland and in Australia as a whole.  Whilst the reasons for this are varied and complex, it reflects in part deregulation of the labour market, particularly at the Commonwealth level and particularly since the mid-1990s.  While some commentators have called for even greater labour market deregulation, the evidence suggests that this would result in further increases in earnings inequality with little if any beneficial effects in terms of employment.  As such, it would almost certainly increase poverty.  The Queensland Government will continue to focus on protecting employees by ensuring up-to-date minimum conditions of employment and an effective award system with fair and reasonable wages and conditions.

There is an important need for employment programs to assist disadvantaged job seekers to become competitive for job vacancies and to escape or avoid long-term unemployment and poverty.  Commonwealth expenditure on employment programs has declined sharply in recent years.  There is a need for the Commonwealth to invest substantially more resources in the Job Network and employment programs than it currently does.  On the other hand, the Queensland Government has a strong commitment to employment programs to break the cycle of unemployment and poverty.  Queensland’s employment programs are grouped under the umbrella of the Breaking the Unemployment Cycle Initiative, which aims to create over 56,000 jobs over six years.  A recent comprehensive review of the Initiative found that it compares very favourably to employment programs in Australia and internationally.

Poverty and disadvantage are not necessarily more prevalent in regional areas than in metropolitan areas.  Nevertheless, they have a clear spatial dimension.  Building Queensland’s regions is one of the five key policy priorities of the Government.  Regional development is an important tool to enable people in regional areas to participate in economic development and achieve sustainable increases in living standards.  The Government is committed to working with regions through infrastructure development and by building on their competitive and comparative advantages.

Poverty is also a concern for many rural communities.  There has been a long-term decline in farm incomes relative to average weekly earnings.  Moreover, the present drought has had a far-reaching social and economic effect on regional and rural Queensland.  The Queensland Government recently announced a range of drought assistance measures for Queensland farmers.  There are also pockets of significant disadvantage in urban areas that need to be addressed.  An important program in this area is Community Renewal, a partnership between the Government and people living and working in renewal areas to promote safe, healthy and confident communities.  Community renewal areas are identified by the high level of hardship experienced by people within the local community and the potential for improvement.

Information and communication technology (ICT) skills are becoming increasingly necessary for full participation in the economic, social and political life of contemporary society.  In this context, unequal access to new technology and to learning how to use it effectively has become a matter of major policy concern.  The Queensland Government has adopted a wide range of measures spanning a number of government agencies to address the digital and knowledge divides.

Finally, it is well documented that Indigenous people suffer particular disadvantage. Improving living standards of Indigenous people and reducing poverty requires a comprehensive policy framework that combines immediate interventions to combat alcohol and violence with long-term approaches such as economic development. Both are central components.  Promoting Indigenous economic development and reducing Indigenous poverty will require a range of flexible approaches that meet the diverse needs of Indigenous people.  The Government will continue to promote innovative solutions that are developed in partnership with Indigenous people and communities.

Facilitating empowerment to ensure institutions are responsive and accountable

Poverty is not only concerned with distributional issues, but is also linked with relational issues such as participation, integration and power.  A key challenge for government is to help people develop the capacity to improve their situation and take advantage of available services.  Engaging the community also has the potential to improve the focus, targeting, design and accountability of poverty reduction strategies, while enabling institutions to learn from past mistakes.

In the past, particular groups within society, particularly those most at risk of poverty, had only limited access and input to government policy processes.  The Government has developed specific strategies to engage more effectively with these groups, with the aim of achieving policies and programs that are more responsive.  Agencies are supported in their efforts to develop more responsive programs for target groups in consultation with specialist agencies such as Multicultural Affairs Queensland, Office of Women, and Regional Communities.  In addition, the Government is seeking to empower Indigenous people by improving social infrastructure and investigating ways to devolve decision-making closer to local Indigenous communities in policy areas such as economic development, education and training, health, land, heritage and natural resource management. 

Empowering people and ensuring that institutions are accountable and responsive is dependent on a complex mix of interrelated factors.  It is important for governments at all levels to work collaboratively.  Policies need to be complementary and address the continuum of need in a way that appropriately balances preventive and early intervention approaches with support measures.  Efficient and effective community engagement strategies can contribute to well targeted and workable strategies.

Enhancing security through social safety nets

In recent years the Queensland Government has undertaken a significant program of review and reform of a number of key social policy areas to improve opportunities for people to participate in and contribute to the social and economic development of their communities.  This has been focussed in the areas of education, health, child protection, alcohol and violence in indigenous communities and housing.  A major objective has been to establish forward reform agendas to address the social conditions which lead to disadvantage and maintain the cycle of poverty.

Responsibility for income support lies with the Commonwealth.  The Commonwealth has recently proposed significant reforms based largely on a transition framework – they seek to move people out of the income support system.  For these reforms to be successful they need to be linked to real employment opportunities and take account of the fact that some people will not be able to move out of the income support system into paid employment. Queensland also seeks to supplement the income support system, through focused concessions programs, the Seniors Card and an emergency relief allocation.  

There is extensive literature on the links between housing and poverty. Secure, affordable and appropriately located housing can provide a stable base for people to find a job, undertake study and training, use public transport, raise children, participate in family and community activities, and access local services.  The Queensland Government provides a range of housing products and services while also seeking to facilitate the provision of affordable housing in the wider housing system.  However, there is currently insufficient funding for housing programs to meet current demand, resulting in many tens of thousands of Queensland households continuing to live in housing stress.  Queensland is pursuing development of an agreed national housing policy framework and funding priorities which would maximise the use of public funds and deliver improved housing outcomes for those most in need.  

Poverty has a profound impact on the lives of families and children.  A lack of material resources can result in child neglect and significantly limit the ability to develop capacity and capabilities, eg parenting skills.  Without effective intervention, poverty can easily become intergenerational.  The Queensland Government provides and funds services for families across the intervention continuum, covering prevention and early intervention services, immediate response services and continuing support services.  The focus on a preventative and early intervention approach is consistent with international best practice.

Disability and poverty are closely related.  The Queensland Government provides a broad range of services to people with a disability, and has recently undertaken a funding reform project.  Moreover, the Government has committed itself to increasing spending on disability services by around 20% over the life of the next Commonwealth/State/Territory Disability Agreement.  However, negotiations on the Agreement have not proceeded smoothly. A resolution to these negotiations is crucial to Queensland’s ability to reduce poverty for people with a disability.    

There is a strong correlation between socioeconomic status, income and health outcomes.  In 2002, the Government released the Health 2020 Directions Statement, which outlines the Government's vision for health and the health system. It recognises that prevention of illness and early intervention is the most effective strategy in ensuring a sustainable, accessible and quality health care system for all Queenslanders.  The public hospital system ensures that services are available free of charge on the basis of clinical need.  Queensland Health also has a range of programs, services and strategies that address health issues prevalent in lower socio-economic groups.

A key issue currently impacting on the relationship between health and poverty is the shortage of general practitioners, particularly those who bulk bill.  The emergency departments of public hospitals in Queensland are currently reporting increased primary medical care presentations as people cannot obtain access to, or can not afford a general practitioner.  It is critical that the Commonwealth address this issue as a sustainable primary care system is a vital component of good health care.  The Commonwealth private health insurance policy has not alleviated the pressure on the public hospital system.

Concluding comments

As outlined above, in a number of areas reduced Commonwealth funding has made it harder for Queensland to devote sufficient resources to programs focusing on the most disadvantaged.  Another area of increasing concern is the imposition of Commonwealth policy through funding and cost sharing arrangements.  It has become commonplace for the Commonwealth to make policy announcements in which it agrees to provide funds on the basis that States and Territories match these with new funds.  The Queensland Premier wrote to the Prime Minister in July 2002 expressing concern that this virtually forces the States and Territories to realign their existing funding priorities to bring them into line with Commonwealth priorities.  This approach has potentially adverse implications for poverty reduction.

This Inquiry provides an opportunity to facilitate a more collaborative national approach to reducing poverty.  There is a need for an open dialogue not only between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories but involving all sections of the community.  It is also necessary to improve the evidence base about poverty and for collaborative research and better policy linkages at the national level.

1
Introduction

The Senate Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry into Poverty in Australia is very timely.  It is the first major national Inquiry into poverty since 1975.

It is almost self-evident that there have been vast economic and social changes in Australia in the intervening period.  These include, to name a few:

· Significant increases in real per capita incomes, productivity and living standards.

· A more outward-looking economy more closely integrated into the global economy and more directly affected by overseas economic conditions and trends.

· Major changes in the industrial structure of the economy, away from traditional good-producing industries and towards service industries and knowledge-based industries.

· Deregulation of many sectors of the economy, including substantial labour market deregulation.

· A more skilled workforce reflecting increased participation in education and training, but a larger gap in earnings and employment rates between the skilled and the unskilled.

· Changing employment patterns, with less emphasis on full-time, permanent employment and more emphasis on part-time and casual employment.

· Persistently high unemployment rates, with significant increases in long-term unemployment.

· Demographic changes, with reduced proportions of children and young adults and increased proportions of older persons.

· Significant population movements away from inland areas, particularly rural communities and small regional towns, to the coastal fringe.

· Large increases in female participation in the labour force.

· Major changes in family structure, with lower fertility rates, increased divorce and a rise in the number of sole parent families.

· A more multicultural society, with a higher proportion of the population of non-English speaking background.

· Increased social and consumer expectations, partly as a result of advances in communications and greater emphasis on advertising and marketing.

These changes have impacted significantly on the nature and extent of poverty in both positive and negative ways. This has had implications for the policy responses available for governments to address poverty.  It is timely for the Committee to consider these issues in a systematic manner.

This submission discusses some key Queensland Government initiatives to reduce poverty and disadvantage.  A key theme in the submission is that reducing poverty requires a broad strategy.  It is not enough to focus solely on policies that address the symptoms of poverty, rather it is also necessary to address the underlying causes.  Moreover, the need for a national approach to tackling poverty is becoming increasingly apparent.  To this end, the submission highlights a range of areas where changes in policy settings at the Commonwealth level would complement State Government programs to ensure a greater focus on reducing poverty.

2
The nature, extent and implications of poverty
Poverty is a significant issue of policy concern in Australia and abroad.  However, the level of poverty is an issue of some debate, as various studies in Australia and overseas use different approaches to measure poverty.
There is also increasing recognition of a need to move beyond debates about measurement, and foster collaborative research and policy development between different government levels, research institutions and the non-government sector. We need to deepen our understanding of the changing nature of poverty, the complex social and economic factors which contribute to its incidence and negative consequences, and respond strategically.
The Queensland Government supports further collaborative research and strategic policy responses to: 
· change the underlying conditions which give rise to poverty among different groups; 
· build opportunity and capacity in those in need, to meet their own needs;
· provide appropriate income and other forms of support where needed; and
· break the cycle of poverty across different generations of families. 
 
2.1
Defining and measuring poverty 
Defining or characterising poverty is not straightforward. Poverty is generally considered as a state of deprivation, where the standard of living has fallen below an acceptable minimum level (NATSEM, 2001). Many would consider poverty as absolute – where individuals or families have insufficient income to pay for basic necessities. However, researchers in developed countries tend to define poverty relatively, considering a family as being in poverty when its income is low relative to that of other families, thereby precluding their participation in lifestyle and consumption patterns typical of the wider community (NATSEM, 2001; Saunders, 1996). 
 
Even when considering income poverty relatively, there is ongoing debate about the methodology for setting the poverty line. International studies tend to set the poverty line as a proportion of median or mean income, and in these studies Australia tends to be assessed as having a high rate of poverty compared to other industrialised countries (Townsend, 1999). 
 
While assessing the extent of poverty based on relative income levels is the contemporary approach, it is important to bear in mind that income is only one way to measure poverty and disadvantage. Some people who have a comparatively low income might not consider themselves to be impoverished, and a poverty line based on income does not take into account other quality of life issues such as access to services. Researchers are starting to look increasingly toward other measures of social exclusion, and longitudinal studies of factors which contribute to poverty (Fincher & Saunders, 2001). 
2.2
Current estimates of poverty in Australia and Queensland
While there is no official poverty line in Australia, the Henderson Poverty Line (Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, 1975) has been widely used for decades in Australian poverty studies, and the methodology allows comparisons of incomes among households and individuals by family type and other household characteristics. However, in recent times, its use has been criticised, for example, for overstating the level of poverty due to the Henderson Poverty Line increasing more rapidly than average or median family incomes.  
The most recent authoritative assessment of income poverty levels and trends in Australia was undertaken by the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling based at the University of Canberra (NATSEM, 2001).  The study was a collaborative effort with The Smith Family, and the results were published in the 2001 report, Financial Disadvantage in Australia 1990 to 2000: The persistence of poverty in a decade of growth. 
NATSEM defined the 2000 poverty line as half the mean family income of all Australians, or $416 per week for a single-income couple with two children.  It modified and used a simplified Henderson equivalence scale often used in domestic poverty studies to account for different family types, and did not take housing costs into account. The report drew some criticism, mainly relating to the key measure of relative poverty selected. Nevertheless, the lack of consensus among researchers of the best measure of poverty was acknowledged, and NATSEM’s general assessment - that despite falls in unemployment, little progress was made in the last decade to fight poverty - was based on analysis using 12 different possible poverty lines. 
 
The central conclusion of the NATSEM report using its preferred methodology was that more than 2.4 million people or one in every eight (13.0%) of Australians lived in income poverty in 2000. Queensland had the third highest poverty rate of the Australian States and Territories at 13.4%, behind New South Wales (13.9%) and Western Australia (13.5%). 
However, the methodology for estimating State poverty rates used Australian average incomes. If average Queensland incomes (which are lower than the national average) were used to measure poverty in the State, the proportion of the State’s population considered in poverty is likely to be less.  The 1999-2000 Australian Bureau of Statistics Survey of Income and Housing Costs (ABS, 1999-2000), the source of data for the NATSEM study, indicates that the mean income in Queensland was $685 per week, or $41 per week lower than the Australian mean income for all income units. 
The NATSEM report estimated poverty rates for different family types, as outlined in Table 1.  Rates of poverty were highest for sole parent and single person families, and lowest for couples without children.

The report also identified that the poverty rate for both sole parents and couples with children increased with the number of children.  Poverty risk was estimated to be higher for children than adults, with 14.9% of children and 12.3% of adults being in poverty. Young people aged 15-24 years had the highest poverty rate at 15.9% (although many of these would be living with parents). While poverty has traditionally decreased with age, the rate of poverty among those aged over 65 years increased at the highest rate over the decade, reaching 11.2% in 2000. Combined with an ageing population, it could be inferred that the prevalence of poverty among this group could become greater in the future. 
Table 1:  Estimates of poverty rates of individuals, by family type, 20001
	Family type
	2000

	Sole parent
	21.8%

	Single person
	18.3%

	Couples with children
	12.2%

	Couples without children
	  6.4%

	All family types 
	13.0%


1. Using the before-housing half average income poverty line (Henderson equivalence scale).
 
The NATSEM report concluded that the poverty rate for males was slightly higher than for females in 2000. This was related partly to the sharp decline in poverty rates among sole parents over the decade (the majority of which are women), and lower female unemployment rates. 
 
Poverty was also estimated to be highest among the unemployed - about 57.5%. Even  so, there is mounting evidence that having a job is no longer as effective a guarantee against poverty. Levels of poverty among part-time and full-time employed increased over the decade, and NATSEM estimated that 15% of all those below the poverty line in 2000 had wages and salaries as their main family income source.  The report also noted that poverty rates declined sharply as educational qualifications increased. 
 
If housing costs are taken into account, the poverty rate in Australia would be much higher - 17.5%. The NATSEM study does not produce estimates by state that take into account housing costs. However, any measure based on national average housing costs is likely to overstate the proportion of Queenslanders in poverty due to the lower housing costs in Queensland.  For example, at 30 June 2002, house ownership was 25% more affordable in Brisbane than the Australian capital city average. In any event, the assessment that poverty is fairly high in Queensland compared with national rates is consistent with previous assessments (QCOSS, 1999; Walsh & Mengede, 1997).  
 
Although not canvassed in the NATSEM report, a range of studies in Queensland and elsewhere have also highlighted geographical differences in poverty and disadvantage. For example, in Queensland studies have noted that poverty is particularly concentrated in a number of regions such as Wide Bay-Burnett, and areas with large Indigenous populations. Nevertheless, these studies also found that localised pockets of poverty are ‘marbled’ throughout the State (Smyth & Reddel, 1997). Other Australian studies have noted that lower income households tend to be located in outer suburbs of cities, in small rural towns and in certain coastal settlements (Fincher & Saunders, 2001).
 
There are also cultural dimensions of poverty. For example, incomes are significantly lower in the Indigenous community, and slightly lower in families which include overseas-born family members. 
  

2.3
Causes and effects of poverty 
A complex range of social and economic factors contribute to, are associated with, or are caused by poverty, inequality and disadvantage. For example, poor health and poor housing can be both causes and effects of poverty. A priority should be research to better understand the role and interactions of different factors.  

 
The significant though somewhat complex relationship between poverty and labour market status is an area of increasing research focus. Economic and social changes in Australia and globally have changed workplaces and jobs considerably in recent years. Key changes include: growing levels of unemployment, particularly long-term unemployment; major structural economic changes; increasing workforce participation of women; and increasing casual and part-time employment. 
 
Unemployment has become the biggest cause of poverty in Australia in the last thirty years (Neville, 2002), and more than half of all Australians who are unemployed live in a family which is poor (NATSEM, 2001). Long-term unemployment is a particularly significant causal factor as poverty among the unemployed increases sharply with unemployment duration (Saunders, 2002b).  There has also been an increase in the number of jobless households, with the proportion of dependant children who live in jobless households increasing from 10.1% in 1982 to 15.0% in 1997-98 (Dawkins et al, 2002).
 
However, another emerging relationship between employment and poverty is increasing numbers of ‘working poor’ - where a significant number of households fall below the poverty line, even where family members are in paid employment (Eardley, 1998).
 
Education and intergenerational effects are also important contributing factors to poverty. For example, people with low levels of education are likely to be unemployed and unemployed for longer. Their children are also more likely to be unemployed. Also, a family’s inability to access secure and affordable housing can make it difficult for children to succeed at school due to mobility and through additional stress (Neville, 2002). 
 
The consequences of poverty are similarly wide-ranging. Poverty has significant and potentially long-lasting effects on the families directly and indirectly involved, and society in general. 
 
Neville (2002) cites physical and mental health effects, relating to depression among women in low-income families, higher rates of drug dependence, homicide and suicide among unemployed young people than among those who have a job or who are studying.  Weatherburn (2001) has demonstrated the contribution of poverty to crime rates and argues that reducing crime, a major policy concern for all three levels of government, requires reductions in both the scale and spatial concentration of poverty.

Walsh and Mengede (1997) highlight struggles to make ends meet to pay for housing, hidden costs of even public education, and basic health care such as purchasing medicines not covered under the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme and dental care.

2.4
A strategy for poverty reduction

The Queensland Government is committed to reducing poverty.  A key theme in this submission is that this requires a broad and integrated strategy.  A very wide range of government policies impacts on poverty.  It is not enough to focus solely on policies that address the symptoms of poverty.  Rather, it is necessary to consider the impacts on poverty and disadvantage when setting the broad framework of government policy.

The World Bank (2000) has recently proposed a strategy for attacking poverty in three ways – through promoting opportunity, facilitating empowerment, and enhancing security:

· Promoting opportunity to participate in economic development is crucial.  Economic growth is essential to generate sustainable employment and business opportunities.  Policies must also ensure that economic development benefits all sections of the community, particularly the demographic groups and regions that are most vulnerable to poverty. 

· Facilitating empowerment means ensuring that public policy is responsive to the needs of people, including poor people.  Public institutions must be accessible, responsive and accountable.  An important means of achieving this is to strengthen participation in political processes and local decision-making.

· Enhancing security through social safety nets is also important.  Government services in areas such as income support, health, families, housing and disability services should encourage participation in economic development, while at the same time acknowledging that not all people are able to participate in economic development at all stages of their life.  Mechanisms are also necessary to help people adjust to structural changes in the economy.

For its part, the Queensland Government has developed five key policy priorities in consultation with the community.  The five priorities aim to secure Queensland’s ongoing prosperity as a modern service economy in Australia, the Asia-Pacific and internationally. They are:

· More jobs for Queensland – skills and innovation – the Smart State;

· Safer and more supportive communities;

· Community engagement and a better quality of life;

· Valuing the environment; and

· Building Queensland’s regions.

These priorities are not explicitly directed at reducing poverty.  Nevertheless, they focus on ensuring a better quality of life for all Queenslanders, including the most disadvantaged and vulnerable in the community.  They also address the three themes of the World Bank strategy for attacking poverty of promoting opportunity, facilitating empowerment and enhancing security.  As such, they provide a comprehensive framework for reducing poverty in Queensland.

This submission discusses some key Queensland Government strategies for reducing poverty and disadvantage, organised around the themes of promoting opportunity, facilitating empowerment and enhancing security.  While these are by no means the only policies that impact on poverty, they provide an indication of the broad policy framework that is in place in Queensland.

In this context, it should also be noted that the need for a national approach to tackling poverty is becoming increasingly apparent. This would include improving the evidence base about poverty, and creating better policy linkages across government spheres, in partnership with research institutions and social services organisations to address the complex array of causes and effects of poverty and disadvantage.  This submission also highlights a range of areas where changes in policy settings are necessary at the Commonwealth level to ensure a greater focus on reducing poverty.

3
Promoting opportunity to participate in the economy

Promoting opportunity to participate in the economy is crucial to reducing poverty.  It is important that the policy framework focus both on achieving the maximum sustainable rate of economic growth, and ensuring that economic growth benefits all sections of the community, including the most vulnerable.  This chapter discusses a range of key Queensland Government strategies for achieving these twin objectives.

3.1
Economic growth, employment and the Smart State

As noted above, economic and employment growth are critical to reducing poverty.  Economic growth directly increases living standards by raising per capita incomes.  Growth also enables the government’s tax base to grow, providing additional scope to fund vital government expenditures.  And it is often the most disadvantaged members of the community who suffer most in the absence of economic growth, through higher unemployment and reduced opportunities.

Queensland has experienced much faster economic growth than the rest of Australia for a considerable period.  Between 1991-92 and 2001-02, growth in Gross State Product (GSP) averaged 5.0% per year, much higher than the 3.7% recorded in the rest of Australia.  Reflecting this faster economic growth, employment has also increased rapidly.  Employment growth in Queensland averaged 2.7% over the ten year period, again much faster than the 1.7% experienced in the rest of Australia.

Despite this rapid economic and employment growth, the unemployment rate in Queensland has generally been higher than in the rest of Australia.  In 2001-02, the Queensland unemployment rate averaged 7.9%, compared with 6.3% in the rest of Australia.  This higher unemployment rate has made it harder to reduce poverty and disadvantage.

Queensland’s traditionally higher unemployment rate reflects a number of factors:

· Better economic opportunities and lifestyle factors have contributed to strong migration, particularly from interstate.  Between 1991-92 and 2001-02 the civilian population aged fifteen and over in Queensland increased by 2.3% per year, compared with only 1.2% in the rest of Australia.

· Moreover, Queensland has a relatively high labour force participation rate, particularly for young people and females.  In 2001-02 the participation rate in Queensland was 65.0% compared with 63.4% for the rest of Australia.  High participation rates and high net interstate migration have meant that the Queensland labour market has had to deal with a very large increase in labour supply.

· While the gap has narrowed in recent years, Queensland has a lower skills base than the national average in terms of educational attainment and qualification profiles.  Lower skilled people tend to have higher unemployment rates than more skilled people.

· Queensland is the most decentralised State apart from Tasmania, with a higher proportion of the population living outside of the capital city than in other States.  In regional labour markets, economic activity is often narrowly concentrated in one or two major industries, and disruption or downturn in one of these inevitably leads to unemployment.

Queensland’s lower levels of educational attainment and industry structure have also meant that per capita incomes in Queensland have historically been below the national average.  In 2001-02 GSP per capita in Queensland was $32,700, only 87.8% of that of the rest of Australia.  Queensland has a lower proportion of employment in high skilled occupations such as managers and administrators, and professionals, and a higher proportion in low skilled occupations such as elementary clerical, sales and service workers, and labourers and related workers, compared with the national average.  Additionally, many jobs in these less skilled occupations are part-time and/or casual, rather than full-time permanent positions.

Clearly, in order to reduce poverty, a fundamental challenge is to create more jobs and to ensure that Queensland becomes a high skill, high wage economy.  Indeed, this is the crux of the Queensland Government’s number one policy priority of More jobs for Queensland – skills and innovation – the Smart State.  The Government has made considerable progress in this direction in recent years.  Nevertheless, in large part the challenges reflect longer term issues such as the structure of the State economy and an historical lack of attention to education and training.  Addressing them will require concerted policy action over a prolonged period.

The Government is committed to creating jobs for the Smart State through a comprehensive policy framework including the following elements:

· Managing Queensland’s finances responsibly to maintain a competitive tax environment, affordable service provision and a strong net asset position. 

· Providing infrastructure to support investment and development.

· Encouraging an environment for business that allows firms to grow and diversify.

· Improving workforce skills for current and future needs.

· Raising general education standards and focusing on lifelong learning.

· Ensuring a fair industrial relations system by putting people, safe jobs and workplaces first.

· Developing and implementing employment programs to create additional employment opportunities.

· Encouraging world class research that builds on Queensland’s unique resources.

· Promoting innovation and an entrepreneurial culture across all sectors of the Queensland community, industry and Government.

The remainder of this chapter discusses a number of elements of the Government’s strategy for promoting opportunity to participate in economic development, with an emphasis on those elements that address most directly areas of poverty and disadvantage.

3.2
Education and training

The role of education and training in advanced nations is to provide citizens with the knowledge and capacity to engage productively and positively in their work, family and civic lives. The building of social cohesion that accrues from an educated and satisfied citizenry is central to national economic growth. It is therefore vital that nations develop and maintain sound, dynamic and responsive education and training policy to ensure the growth of social, economic, human and environmental capital. 

People who have not had access to appropriate education and training opportunities are finding it increasingly difficult to actively shape their own social and economic futures. Research has shown that, internationally, adults with less than an upper secondary education are more than twice as likely to be unemployed than those with a university education (OECD, 2000). Australian research has revealed similar results. The Australian Council for Educational Research (Lamb & McKenzie, 2001) found that early school leavers are much less likely to experience smooth transitions from school to work than those who complete Year 12. They are more likely to be unemployed, outside the labour force, in part-time work or to experience extended interruptions from employment in the post-school years compared to those who complete Year 12 or equivalent.  They are also likely to receive lower wage rates when they are working. 

Unemployment and receipt of low incomes are factors that expose early school leavers to an increased likelihood of experiencing poverty. Often, people who are unemployed or who have low incomes are susceptible to social exclusion due to their reduced access to the professional and social networks through which many employment and social opportunities eventuate. They are definitely more susceptible to poverty than their counterparts who have enjoyed better education and training outcomes.

In the past, Queenslanders without post-compulsory qualifications were generally able to secure stable employment in unskilled or semi-skilled occupations.  However, globalisation, improved technology and increasingly complexities in society are rapidly eroding these opportunities. The disadvantage suffered by early school leavers, relative to their counterparts who complete Year 12, has increased considerably in recent years as the demand for less skilled labour has declined. (Lamb et al, 2000) In fact, skilled employment rose from 38% of total employment in 1980 to around 58% in 2000. (Barnes & Kennard, 2002).  Hence, a key element of any strategy to reduce poverty is to ensure that young people complete the equivalent of Year 12, which in most cases has become a minimum requirement for obtaining stable and sustainable employment.

The Queensland Government is committed to increasing the rates of completion of Year 12, or equivalent vocational qualifications, from 68% to 88% by the year 2010. Significant progress has already been made.  However, despite the improvement there are still approximately 10,000 young Queenslanders aged 15-17 who are not in school, vocational education or substantial employment and who are at considerable risk of experiencing poverty. 

In response, the Government has recently announced unprecedented reform of the education and training systems in Education and Training Reforms for the Future (Queensland Government, 2002b). These reforms are aimed at accelerating progress towards the 88% completion target, re-engaging young people at risk and ameliorating the factors that contribute to departure from learning. The reforms contrast with the Commonwealth approach of increasing funding to non-state schools at the expense of state schools.

The reforms will include new laws making it compulsory for young people to stay at school until they finish Year 10 or turn 16, whichever comes first.  Young people will then be required to participate in education and training for a further two years until: they have gained a Senior Certificate; gained a Certificate III vocational qualification; or turn 17.  Exemptions will be provided for young people who enter full-time work after they have completed Year 10 or turned 16.  These changes will take effect for students who enter Year 10 in 2006.

Other key reforms include initiatives to:

· Investigate and trial the provision of pre-Year 1 options;

· Increase access to information and communication technologies and integrate them into learning;

· Improve the early and middle phases of schooling;

· Ensure Year 10 completion and transition to a senior phase of learning;

· Provide more options and flexibility for young people;

· Give more support to young people; and

· Build new community partnerships.

Specific initiatives in these broad areas include: engaging up to 100 additional youth support workers to give more support to young people, especially those at educational risk; trialling initiatives for 15 to 17 year olds to improve participation, retention and re-engagement with learning; and providing targeted support, such as transition brokers, for young people who are making the transition to work or further learning.  These specifically address the barriers to education experienced by those young people most at risk of not completing Year 12 or equivalent.

The Government recognises that remaining at school is not of itself a worthwhile end, unless it results in learning outcomes.  The Government understands that quality learning experiences from the early years are an essential prerequisite for quality learning outcomes to ensure that all students successfully complete Year 12 or its equivalent.

The Queensland Government has also demonstrated its commitment to improving the social and educational outcomes of students disadvantaged by poverty through a range of major reviews, policies and initiatives.  Queensland State Education – 2010 (EQ, 2000c) articulates the Government’s commitment to multi-dimensional and localised strategies to address the widening poverty gap and the related gap in access to new technologies.  The Government has also implemented the key the recommendations of a major literacy review (EQ, 2000a).  These recommendations acknowledge the importance of valuing and supporting teaching practices that: recognise difference; demand high intellectual quality; and, are connected with students’ communities, both local and global.

Nowhere are the impacts of poverty greater than among Indigenous Australians. Poverty is a major factor impeding Indigenous people’s access to quality learning experiences and education outcomes.  Indigenous people typically experience rates of school attendance, achievement, retention, and completion well below those of the general population.  In turn, this contributes to higher unemployment, lower family incomes and higher incidence of poverty.  It is therefore paramount that education initiatives are responsive to the needs, interests and aspirations of Indigenous people.

The Government is committed to improving Indigenous education outcomes.  A number of Government policy documents inform and promote the place of Indigenous Australians within the life of the school community and target impediments to educational participation and achievement, including Partners For Success (EQ, 2000b). 

The Department of Employment and Training manages Queensland’s training system to provide relevant, high-quality opportunities and outcomes for all Queenslanders.  Skilling Queensland 2001-2004 (QDET, 2001) provides the overarching direction for the vocational education and training system, focusing on increasing the skills and qualifications of Queenslanders, embracing the information and biotechnology age, expanding innovation and collaboration and building on the quality of training.

The Queensland Budget has allocated $745.4 million for vocational education and training in 2002-03 to build a job ready workforce with relevant up to date skills.  This includes funding of $2.5 million allocated for the Youth Access Program to support some 2200 students at risk of not completing secondary school in the 2002 and 2003 school years – a total investment of $5 million.

3.3
Industrial Relations

Over the past two decades, the Queensland and Australian economies have experienced significant growth.  However, the benefits of this growth, both in terms of employment opportunities and increases in earnings, have not been evenly distributed across the labour force.  One result has been growing levels of earnings inequality. 

The growth in earnings inequality is illustrated in Figure 1, which shows the change in earnings inequality in Australia for full-time non-managerial employees between 1983 and 2002.  The figure shows that earnings inequality has increased significantly over the period.  There has been significant divergence between the top and bottom groups, with the ratio of earnings at the 90th percentile to the 10th percentile (D9/D1) increasing by 33%. The gap between the top and the middle and between the middle and the bottom also increased over the period although not by as much. The ratio of the 90th to the 50th percentile (D9/D5) grew by 19% and that between the 50th to the 10th percentile (D5/D1) by 12%.

Figure 1 also reveals most of the increasing inequality between the top and the bottom (D9/D1) and the top and the middle (D9/D5) occurred before 1991.  In contrast, most of the growth in the gap between the middle and the bottom (D5/D1) has occurred since enterprise bargaining was introduced in 1991.  What this shows is the incomes policy of the 1983 to 1991 period was reasonably successful at dampening growth in all but the highest full-time non-managerial earnings levels. Since the labour market has been deregulated, most employees have been able to achieve increases in real earnings.  However, the exception has been those employees at the bottom of the distribution who have seen an acceleration in the gap between themselves and the rest of the labour force.  Real earnings for employees at the 10th percentile were virtually the same in 2002 as they were in 1983.  Low paid employees have not been able to participate in the increase in living standards experienced by the rest of the community.

It should also be noted that these data relate to full-time employees only.  There has been a significant increase in the proportion of employees working part-time, many of whom are employed on a casual basis.  While some employees choose to work on a part-time and/or casual basis, some would prefer to work full-time but are unable to find full-time employment.  Part-time and casual employees tend to be concentrated in relatively low paid industries and occupations.  Moreover, the unemployment rate has remained unacceptably high over the last two decades.  Hence, the data in Figure 1 probably underestimate the increase in inequality resulting from changes in the labour market.

Figure 1
Changes in earnings dispersion 1983-2002, Australia
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Notes:

1. Data relate to average weekly total earnings for full-time adult non-managerial employees.  Part-time employee are excluded to avoid problems related to changing hours worked, while managers are excluded to avoid skewing the top end of the distribution.
2. While the data relate to Australia as a whole, the pattern for Queensland is very similar. Australia wide data are used here because Queensland data for 2002 are not yet available.
The trend of increased earnings inequality has not been confined to Australia.  Borland (1999) notes that two main explanations have been advanced to explain this trend.  First, changing patterns of international trade have tended to favour industries that rely most heavily on skilled labour, at the expense of industries that rely on unskilled labour.  Second, technological change has led to increased demand for skilled labour relative to unskilled labour.  Most of the evidence suggests that technological change has been more important than international trade in explaining increased earnings inequality.  There is also considerable evidence that labour market regulation and deregulation has had a significant impact on the extent of and changes in earnings inequality across countries.

Whilst the reasons for growing levels of inequality are varied and complex, part of the reason is that those at the bottom of the earnings distribution are being left behind in the current environment.  This is due, at least in part, to deregulation of the labour market at both the state and Commonwealth levels, particularly since the mid-1990s. For many Queenslanders, the promised economic and social benefits of this new environment have not eventuated. At the centre of this has been the effects of the Workplace Relations Act 1996 (and its mirror image in the Queensland jurisdiction, the Workplace Relations Act 1997), in reducing the powers of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission, eroding the important role and protection of awards and placing pre-eminence on agreement making and individual contracts. The negative impacts of this legislation include:

· Growing inequality between those covered by bargains versus those reliant on awards;

· Narrowed award coverage, with a failure to provide adequate basic protection for casual and award-free employees, dependent contractors and other workers engaged in non-standard employment;

· Failure to legislate for minimum conditions of employment for all employees;

· An award system that is becoming irrelevant and outdated as a consequence of the Commission being limited to awarding minimum safety net adjustments targeted at the low paid;

· An inadequate range of collective bargaining arrangements available to employers and employees to meet their specific circumstances;

· A bargaining process that is unnecessarily adversarial and where parties are unable to receive assistance from the Commission when negotiations break down; and

· A severely restricted Commission, with limited powers to set fair and reasonable wages and conditions.

In contrast, the Queensland Government considers that an industrial relations system that focuses on both economic and social objectives, is fair and equitable and provides for a strong and independent Commission ultimately leads to better overall outcomes. This philosophy also recognises that the growing trend in earnings dispersion is unacceptable and that security of employment and perceptions of fairness are key factors in facilitating workplace productivity and cooperation, whilst also allowing employees and their families to have greater confidence about their futures. 

As a consequence of the Queensland Government’s concerns about the negative impacts of a more deregulated approach, it commissioned an independent Industrial Relations Taskforce to review the Queensland industrial relations legislation. The Taskforce’s recommendations, and the subsequent Industrial Relations Act 1999, are designed to redress the most significant adverse impacts of a more deregulated system such as:

· The growth in wage inequity by providing a relevant and up to date award system with fair and reasonable wages and conditions, including award reviews at least every three years. Restoration of the important role of the award system provides employees and employers with a choice between the bargaining or award systems, with the award system ensuring fair outcomes for the substantial number of employees that are solely reliant on awards and are unlikely to reach bargains in the future. This is necessary given that nearly half of the employees covered by state awards are not covered by an enterprise agreement, while over 50% of rural and regional Queensland workers are solely reliant on state awards for setting their wages and conditions. 

· Lack of basic protections for employees employed in non-standard employment. In recognition that legislation has traditionally been structured around standard ‘9-5’ permanent full-time employment, the new Act responds to contemporary employment trends by providing minimum conditions of employment for the growing number of employees in non-standard employment and employees not covered by awards.

· The reduction in authority of the Queensland Industrial Relations Commission. The Commission’s role has been restored to that of a strong, independent umpire, with a greater focus on conciliation, and where necessary, arbitration.

· The imbalance in bargaining power. The legislation restores balance by strengthening the role of the Commission and recognising the legitimate role of unions.

Contrary to the approach of the Queensland Government, some commentators at the Commonwealth level have argued that even greater labour market deregulation is necessary (see, for instance, Moore, 2000).  It is argued that reducing the real value of minimum wages would lead to reductions in unemployment that would more than offset the adverse effects of any further increases in earnings inequality.

The Queensland Government rejects this approach.  Further labour market deregulation would almost certainly lead to greater earnings inequality.  Moreover, the evidence provides little if any support for the proposition that further labour market deregulation would lead to increased employment and/or reduced unemployment.  A recent OECD survey of the relationship between economic performance and labour market regulation found that (OECD, 1997: 64):

More centralised/ coordinated economies have significantly less earnings inequality compared with more decentralised/ uncoordinated ones.  In addition, while not always statistically significant, the chapter finds some tendency for more centralised/ coordinated bargaining systems to have lower unemployment and higher employment rates compared with other, less centralised/ coordinated systems.

These findings are supported by other studies.  For instance, Gregory (1999) found that radical labour market deregulation in the United Kingdom and New Zealand in the 1980s was associated with significant declines in the ratio of employment to population.  By contrast, Australia experienced an increase in the employment-population ratio over this period.  Clearly, radical labour market deregulation and reductions in the real value of minimum wages are no panacea for unemployment.  The evidence suggests that such policies are likely to result in increased earnings inequality with little if any beneficial effects in terms of employment.  As such, they would almost certainly increase poverty, not reduce it.

The Queensland Government will continue to focus on protecting employees by ensuring up-to-date minimum conditions of employment and an effective award system with fair and reasonable wages and conditions.  As discussed elsewhere in this submission, the Government is also committed to a broad ranging strategy for reducing unemployment and increasing the quality of jobs through education and training and other initiatives.  This is clearly a far better strategy for reducing poverty than the alternative of radical labour market deregulation advocated by some commentators and adopted at least in part by the Commonwealth Government.

3.4
Employment programs

There is strong evidence that unemployment increases the risk of poverty and contributes to inequality, and that it also gives rise to a series of debilitating social effects on unemployed people themselves, their families and the communities in which they live (Saunders, 2002a).  The significant impact of unemployment and long-term unemployment (more than 52 weeks unemployed) on poverty, health, housing, crime and families is well documented.  Unemployment has an immediate and negative impact on income, thereby increasing the risk of poverty, particularly in single income or low-income families.  As unemployment impacts the individual, further impact on household income is dependent on the overall ability of other family income to meet household needs.  Where long-term unemployment, family and intergenerational unemployment occurs the risk of poverty is more likely to be reality.  As highlighted in this report, poverty has been estimated to be highest among the unemployed at 57.5%, overtaking old age to become the primary issue associated with poverty (Saunders, 2002b).

Hence there is an important need for employment programs to assist disadvantaged job seekers to become competitive for job vacancies and to escape or avoid long-term unemployment.  The Commonwealth Government has key responsibility for employment assistance to job seekers.  A recent Queensland Government Submission (QDET, 2002b) detailed that the Queensland Government’s decision to invest considerably in active labour market programs was partly motivated by the Commonwealth’s introduction of Job Network and substantial withdrawal of assistance in this area.  In fact, from 1995-96 to 2000-01, Commonwealth expenditure on labour market programs declined by 45%, from $2.1 billion to $1.2 billion annually.  Hence there has been considerable cost-shifting from the Commonwealth to the State.  There is a need for the Commonwealth to invest substantially more resources in the Job Network and employment programs than it currently does.

The Queensland Government argued that there are a number of serious shortcomings in the Job Network, especially its failure to adequately service disadvantaged jobseekers through Intensive Assistance.  For instance, the long-standing practice of ‘parking’, whereby the most disadvantaged jobseekers are often ‘parked’ by Job Network members and not provided with any effective assistance, needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.  Many groups, including mature age jobseekers, young people at risk and Indigenous Australians are often not provided with the assistance that they need through Job Network, partly because of the lack of funds and the lack of realistic incentives for Job Network providers.  Other issues include the limited options available to jobseekers, and lack of access for those not eligible for income support.  While the Commonwealth is now making some changes to the Job Network arrangements, there remain significant concerns about the level of support available and the gaps in assistance to disadvantaged jobseekers.

Active labour market programs are a critical component of a holistic policy approach that has been adopted by the Queensland Government aimed at:

· Reducing unemployment, with an emphasis on rural and regional areas of the State that are experiencing above average unemployment;

· Improving the labour market competitiveness of unemployed job seekers, targeting the long-term unemployed, youth, mature aged and the disadvantaged;

· Minimising the propensity of workers displaced as a result of large-scale retrenchments to become long-term unemployed; and

· Rasing the skills of the Queensland labour force and alleviating skill shortages that can impede economic growth. 

Queensland’s labour market programs are grouped under the umbrella of the Breaking the Unemployment Cycle Initiative, which aims to create over 56,000 jobs, and training places over six years.  This commitment is matched by an investment of $470 million, easily the largest in absolute and relative terms, of any State or Territory.  All of these programs have been designed and are delivered to complement and not duplicate Commonwealth programs.  In fact, Queensland has been at pains to liaise with and explore collaborative possibilities with the Commonwealth.

The Community Employment Programs are aimed at long-term unemployed and disadvantaged job seekers and play a critical role in helping them to escape or avoid poverty:

· The Community Jobs Plan (CJP) funds community and public sector organisations to employ long-term unemployed and disadvantaged job seekers on projects that benefit their communities.  In 2001-02 1,444 people were assisted under the program with a budget of nearly $18.1 million.

· The Community Employment Assistance Program (CEAP) funds community and public sector organisations to provide long-term unemployed and disadvantaged job seekers with intensive assistance to help them get ongoing jobs through job placement assistance, assistance to improve literacy and numeracy skills, vocational training and work experience.  In 2001-02 the program assisted 4,161 people with a budget of $3.4 million.

· The Experience Pays and Back to Work programs are designed to target mature age job seekers over 45 years of age who experience particular difficulties in securing employment.  These programs assisted 1,065 people in 2001-02 with a budget of $2.3 million.

· In addition, the Government provides early intervention assistance with the Worker Assistance Program.  This program assists workers displaced, or about to be displaced, due to large scale retrenchments or retrenchments having a devastating effect in communities.  Nearly 1,400 people were assisted in 2001-02 at a cost of $2.4 million.

A comprehensive review of the Breaking the Unemployment Cycle Initiative (QDET, 2002a) found that these initiatives compare favourably to current Commonwealth labour market programs, as well as to international programs and earlier Australian programs.  55.5% of participants in CJP and 60.4% of participants in CEAP were in ongoing employment three months after exiting the program.  These are extremely positive results for programs focusing on the long-term unemployed and disadvantaged jobseekers.

The traineeship and apprenticeship programs provide additional opportunities, particularly for young job seekers.  The Public Sector Employment Program provides apprenticeships and traineeships in state government, local government and community-based organisations.  The Private Sector Employment Program provides additional employer incentives to take on additional apprentices and trainees in industries experiencing skill shortages or very rapid growth.

The Queensland Government is committed to assisting disadvantaged job seekers become more competitive in the labour market and addressing the links between long-term unemployment and poverty.  There is no doubting the link between paid employment and minimising the risk of poverty.  For those job seekers that have been unemployed for some time, reengaging in the labour market not only provides them with income but the self-esteem and experience to break the unemployment cycle.

3.5
Regional and community development

Queensland is the most decentralised of the Australian mainland States with nearly 35% of its residents living outside Southeast Queensland.

Poverty and disadvantage are not necessarily more prevalent in regional areas than in metropolitan areas.  Nevertheless, they have a clear spatial dimension.  There is a need for all levels of government to collaborate to address the locational aspects of poverty and disadvantage.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has produced a range of socioeconomic indexes to summarise aspects of socio-economic conditions by geographic area, based on data from the 1996 Census.  One index, the index of disadvantage, has been weighted to take into account attributes such as low income, low educational attainment, high unemployment, and jobs in relatively unskilled occupations.  Some areas in Queensland are more disadvantaged than others.  Disadvantaged areas include a number of shires in Cape York, Wide Bay–Burnett and Western Queensland.  Significant levels of disadvantage also exist in some urban areas, including Deception Bay, Inala, Woodridge and Kingston.

The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI, 1999) undertook an analysis of community opportunity and vulnerability using 1996 Census data.  The study was based on a wide range of indicators, including human capital, income, unemployment and labour force participation, socioeconomic disadvantage and housing.  It found that there were communities of opportunity among metropolitan city regions, large regional cities and towns, and small regional towns.  However, overall the situation was least encouraging for small regional towns, with many struggling to adjust to changing economic and social conditions.  The most vulnerable communities in Queensland included Hervey Bay, Herberton, Burnett, Redcliffe, Brisbane’s rural fringe, Stanthorpe and Isis.

Building Queensland’s regions is one of the five key policy priorities of the Queensland Government.  Regional development is an important tool to enable people in regional areas to participate in economic development and achieve sustainable increases in living standards.  Without regional development, poverty and disadvantage in regional areas are likely to increase.  The Government is committed to working with regions by:

· Increasing statewide development so that Queensland’s regions prosper;

· Building and encouraging infrastructure to support statewide development;

· Expanding export markets and encouraging value-adding industries; and

· Building on the competitive and comparative advantages of Queensland’s diverse regions.

Infrastructure investment plays a vital role in supporting economic development and job creation in regional Queensland.  In the 2002-03 Budget, $2.1 billion of planned capital outlays (43% of the total) are allocated to regions outside Southeast Queensland.  The State Infrastructure Plan is a strategic planning tool to coordinate and integrate the provision of infrastructure in support of State and regional economic development.  It includes an analysis of each region to identify potential economic development opportunities and the critical infrastructure necessary to allow the region to fully realise its development potential.

Nevertheless, capital investment is by itself not sufficient to ensure sustainable economic development in the regions.  The Office of Regional Development within the Department of State Development is responsible for coordinating regional development policy and implementing key regional economic development projects from a whole-of-Government perspective.  It promotes and supports an economic development approach that is sustainable and takes account of social and environmental considerations.

The Office of Regional Development provides a number of programs that are important for regional development.  For instance:

· It administers the Regional Business Development Scheme, which encourages diversification of regional industries and promotes employment-generating opportunities in regional Queensland. The scheme provides regional businesses and organisations with financial assistance to stage regional events and undertake strategic development projects aimed at identifying and expanding new and existing regional industries.

· It chairs the Immediate Response Plan, a blueprint for action by government and communities to help mitigate the impact of business closures and cutbacks.  A key response tool of which is the Worker Assistance Program referred to in section 3.4.  This program is administered by the Department of Employment and Training and provides job preparation assistance, training, relocation, and employer subsidies to assist displaced workers.

· It jointly funds a network of regional development organisations, comprising Regional Economic Development Corporations, Remote Area Boards and the Queensland Regional Business Advisory Service.

As noted above, spatial dimensions of poverty and disadvantage are not confined to regional areas.  There are also pockets of significant disadvantage in urban areas that need to be addressed.  Since September 1998, the Department of Housing has administered Community Renewal, a partnership between the Government and people living and working in renewal areas to promote safe, healthy and confident communities.

Community renewal areas are identified by the high level of hardship experienced by people within the local community and the potential for improvement.  Indicators of disadvantage used include the unemployment rate, proportion of households on low incomes, percentage of sole parent households, housing provision and incidence of crime.  Of the 15 renewal areas, ten are in Southeast Queensland and five are in North Queensland.  The program works closely with local communities on projects of long-term benefit, with considerable flexibility as to what can be funded.  It may include projects to increase employment and training opportunities, improve services and facilities, and reduce crime.  It can also provide start-up funds for projects that may be funded by other Local and State Government agencies if they are successful at the pilot stage.  Queensland Department of Housing (2001) provides more details on the program.

3.6
Rural development and primary industries

Poverty, in particular farm poverty, is a major concern for many rural communities.  Farm incomes are volatile from year to year as a result of climatic conditions and commodity prices.  However, there has been a long-term decline in farm incomes relative to average weekly earnings, reflecting changing relative prices, slower productivity growth and other factors.  While housing costs in rural communities tend to be much lower than in metropolitan areas, other living costs are higher.  In relation to education, employment and other services, people living in rural communities have much less choice and are disadvantaged by their remoteness and smaller populations (McClinton & Paware,1997).  Drought tends to exacerbate poverty for primary producers and rural communities in general (Botterill, 2000).

The present drought has had a far-reaching social and economic effect on regional and rural Queensland with 63.8% of the state’s land area now officially drought declared.  The flow-on effects from serious drought conditions include declining cash flow through communities as business activity falls away.  Queensland’s winter crop production for 2002-03 is expected to decline by 38% as a result of the reduction in the area sown and lower yields, while summer crop production is expected to fall by 51%.  The cattle industry has also been particularly hard hit by the drought (OESR, 2003).  Businesses, particularly agribusiness and the service sector have been negatively affected.  The economic crisis has led to social problems associated with declining income, social displacement, personal stress and other adverse societal consequences placing a considerable demand on human support services. 

During the previous major drought, employment in Queensland's agricultural sector fell by 8.3% in year-average terms in 1992-1993, or 6,500 people.  Data to the December quarter 2002 do not indicate any decline in employment in the current drought, with agricultural employment actually increasing over the year to the December quarter.  However, it is possible that employment impacts could become more adverse over the remainder of 2002-03, especially given the significant losses in agricultural production (OESR, 2003).

The Commonwealth Government has primary responsibility for drought relief assistance to farmers.  Relief payments and interest subsidies are available for those primary producers that have had their properties declared eligible for Exceptional Circumstance (EC) assistance.  Interim income support is also available to producers whose properties the Commonwealth Government has determined to be in areas suffering severe hardship.  There are concerns with the time involved to complete applications for full EC assistance.

The Queensland Government recently announced new drought assistance measures for Queensland farmers.  The new Drought Carry-On Finance Scheme assists primary producers through the provision of up to $100,000 in subsidised loans for all operating costs, such as fodder, freight, fencing, machinery repairs, rates or de-silting farm dams.

The Drought Relief Assistance Scheme provides assistance to primary producers in the grazing industry.  Freight subsidies are also available for the transport of fodder, drinking water for livestock, livestock returning from agistment, and animals purchased for restocking after the drought.  The Queensland Government also provides drought planning and advice and access to social and community services through its Drought Hotline and Crisis Care Line.  In addition, up to $1 million in Breaking the Unemployment Cycle initiative funding has been diverted to help drought-affected communities sustain their workforces.  The funding supports a range of measures to help keep rural workers in their communities.

3.7
Bridging the digital and knowledge divides

In recent years there has been increased focus on the role of knowledge in economic development.  It is increasingly recognised that in modern economies, the production, distribution and use of knowledge is the main driver of economic and employment growth.  The importance of knowledge is not confined to so-called ‘new economy’ sectors such as information and communication technology (ICT).  Effective use of knowledge and new technologies is also crucial to improving productivity (and wages for less skilled workers) in more traditional industries such as agriculture, manufacturing and retail trade.

Moreover, ICT skills and internet connectivity are becoming increasingly necessary for full participation in the economic, social and political life of contemporary society.  Governments, businesses and other organisations are increasingly using the internet to provide information, deliver services and build social capital in communities.

In this context, unequal access to new technology and to learning how to use it effectively has become a matter of major policy concern.  There is a risk that those without access to ICT skills and knowledge in particular will become increasingly unable to participate in the economy and society more generally.  If not addressed this is likely to perpetuate poverty and disadvantage across generations.  It may also perpetuate gender inequalities, with girls and women under-represented in ICT subjects at all levels of education.

Access to home computers and the internet is increasing rapidly.  The Queensland Household Survey (QDIIE, 2002a) reported that as at May 2002, 70% of people aged 18 and over in Queensland had access to a home computer and 56% had access to the internet at home, up from 65% and 48% respectively in 2001.

Access is highly correlated with income.  In 2002 in Queensland, only 63% of adults with an annual income of less than $11,000 had home computer access, compared with 92% of those with an income of $51,000 or more.  The corresponding figures for home internet access were 46% and 80%.  

Persons aged 18 to 54 were far more likely to have computer and internet access than those aged 55 and over.  Those who did not complete high school and people with a disability were much less likely to have access.  Persons in the southeast corner of Queensland were slightly more likely to have access than those in other areas, with Far North and Wide Bay Burnett having the lowest access rates.  Hence those with low incomes and at the greatest risk of poverty are the least likely to have computer and internet access.  They are likely to find it more difficult to participate in the knowledge economy and knowledge society more broadly, and to be at risk of poverty in the future.

Cost is a major impediment to access.  However, lack of specific need for access and disinterest in access are also significant reasons.  In the case of persons who indicated that they did not intend to obtain internet access in the next 12 months, 27% stated that it was too costly, while 28% said they had no need, 23% said they were not interested and 8% said they were not computer literate.

Hence addressing the digital divide requires more than providing access to computers and the internet.  A range of other elements must also be addressed, including ICT literacy, awareness of the benefits and uses of ICT, integration of ICT into everyday life, and technical and training support.  The Queensland Government has a range of policies to address these issues.

The Department of Innovation and Information Economy (DIIE) administers a number of skills development programs designed to ensure that all Queenslanders have the opportunity to develop and apply ICT skills.

· The Community Skills Development Program in ICT is designed to develop ICT skills in local communities with populations of less than 10,000 people.  Funding is provided for on-site training of community members in the use of ICT, and development of technology resources such as databases and websites. 

· The Technology Survival Skills Program, to be implemented in 2003, provides ICT training for Queenslanders, such as those in remote communities, people aged 55 and over, women re-entering the workforce, Indigenous Queenslanders and people with disabilities.

· The Information and Communication Technology Skills, Training and Role Models (i-STAR) Program provides financial assistance to industry, education and training institutions, and local authorities to undertake projects that develop ICT skills, especially in regional Queensland.

· Advice is provided to Indigenous communities in remote areas in seeking funding to improve telecommunications infrastructure and access to basic services, with programs being implemented for communities on Mornington Island and in the Torres Strait.

Other government agencies also have important programs for developing ICT skills across the community.  In 2000, the Government set a target for State schools to achieve a ratio of one computer per five students by 2002 for Years 8 to 12 and by 2004 for Years 3 to 7.  The target for Years 8 to 12 has been met on a statewide basis, and the Government is on track to meet the target for Years 3 to 7.  The Government has also introduced an ICT Learning Guarantee for teachers, involving professional development in integrating ICT into teaching and learning.

Education Queensland, through its major literacy initiative Literate Futures, supports school communities to understand that ICT is an integral dimension of literacy in a global society.  It is also seeking to address the gender dimension of engagement with ICT through its Girls and ICTs Strategy.  Some schools are developing innovative programs for integrating ICT into education and the community more broadly.  For instance, in 2002 Glenala State High School, located in an area with low incomes and high unemployment, received a grant through the Department of Housing’s Community Renewal program to purchase 143 laptop computers and employ a support officer.  Year 8 students are allowed to take the laptops home after hours, enabling their families as well as themselves to benefit from computer and internet access.  These programs should ensure that the next generation has the skills to  make effective use of the Internet and computer applications.

Internet access is also avaliable in a large number of public libraries through the State Library’s Online Public Access in Libraries (OPAL) project.  In addition, state schools are providing community access to their ICT resources outside of school hours to help build ICT literacy in the community.

Employment programs delivered under the Government’s Breaking the Unemployment Cycle Initiative have the capacity to incorporate skills development in computer literacy, multimedia and use of the web.  These programs provide unemployed people with the opportunity to acquire or improve vital ICT skills.  An innovative program is Back to Work, a combined face-to-face and on-line employment program that aims to assist mature aged unemployed people to enter or re-enter the workforce. The program provides training and support in job seeking and basic computer skills.

It should also be emphasised that fully bridging the digital divide, particularly the divide between Southeast Queensland and regional areas, requires investment in telecommunications infrastructure and services and affordability of services.  This is primarily a responsibility of the Commonwealth Government.  The Queensland Government has a number of concerns in relation to Commonwealth policy.  It has made recommendations to the Commonwealth to ensure that Queensland has telecommunications services capable of enabling all parts of the State to fully participate in the knowledge economy.  Key issues include the need for a national strategic plan, access to affordable broadband, mobile coverage, and Customer Service Guarantee repair times.  These issues are discussed in much more detail in Queensland Department of Innovation and Information Economy (2002b) and (2002c).

3.8
Indigenous economic development

It is well documented that Indigenous people are the most marginal group in Australian society.  A wide range of social indicators show that as a group, Indigenous people have the lowest economic status of all Australians (Altman, 2000).  For instance, data from the 2001 Census show that in Queensland:

· The Indigenous unemployment rate was 20.0% compared with 7.9% for all Queenslanders.

· The Indigenous participation rate in the labour force was 55.9% compared with 63.1% for all Queenslanders.

· 16.8% of employed Indigenous Queenslanders were on the Community Development Employment Program (CDEP).  In the absence of this program the unemployment rate would have been significantly higher.

· Only 2.7% of Indigenous Queenslanders aged 15 and over had a Bachelor or higher degree, compared with 10.8% of all Queenslanders.

· 72.6% of Indigenous Queenslanders aged 15 and over had no qualifications, compared with 56.8% of all Queenslanders.

· 29.9% of Indigenous families had a weekly family income of less than $500, compared with 21.8% of all families.

While estimates of poverty rates are not available, it is clear that the poverty rate for Indigenous Queenslanders is much higher than for all Queenslanders.

Improving living standards of Indigenous people and reducing poverty requires a comprehensive policy framework.  Many Indigenous people and communities suffer locational as well as other forms of disadvantage.  Generating sustainable economic and social development represents a major challenge for policy-makers and Indigenous people and communities alike.

In 2000, the Queensland Government committed to a Ten Year Partnership framework to bring Government, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and other parties together as equal partners to jointly achieve a better future for Indigenous people.  There are eight key areas to be addressed under the Ten Year Partnership – namely justice, family violence, reconciliation, human services, service delivery, economic development, community governance, and land heritage and natural resources.

Economic development is a central component of the Ten Year Partnership.  It provides the mechanism by which the gap in economic status between Indigenous and other Queenslanders can be narrowed and poverty reduced.  It is also closely inter-related with the other key areas to be addressed.  For instance, high rates of incarceration, family violence and poor health standards reflect in part the lack of economic opportunities available to many Indigenous people.

The Government is currently developing a proposal for an Indigenous Economic Development agreement under the Ten Year Partnership.  This proposed agreement will provide a comprehensive framework for the significant policies and programs already in place to address Indigenous economic development, as well as identifying areas where new actions are needed.  Given the limited success of many previous efforts to promote Indigenous development, it is necessary to trial innovative approaches that are developed in partnership with Indigenous people and communities.

Policies and programs for Indigenous economic development have focused on a number of key areas.  These include:

· Delivering and supporting effective training and education programs and services that increase the capacity of Indigenous people to obtain and maintain employment.

· Implementing programs and services that increase Indigenous employment and retention levels in the private and public sectors.

· Building Indigenous peoples’ and communities’ ability to define, implement, own and manage business opportunities.

· Building Indigenous peoples’ access to, and awareness of options to finance and to effectively manage an asset base.

· Increasing Indigenous peoples’ strategic and business planning skills.

· Ensuring Government effort is coordinated from a whole of Government perspective.

The notion of partnership is central to the Government’s approach.  It is essential that Indigenous people and communities identify the type of economic development that is best suited to their needs.  The Government’s policies and programs focus on building the capacity of individuals and communities to make their own choices.  Moreover, policies and programs need to take account of the diversity of Indigenous people.  For instance, the needs and aspirations of Indigenous people living in cities and regional centres may be quite different to those living in remote Indigenous communities.  Needs and aspirations will also be affected by a range of cultural, social and historical factors and by individual preferences.

It is not possible to discuss the range of policies and programs for Indigenous economic development here.  However, the following examples provide an indication of the diversity of approaches being developed:

· The Indigenous Employment Policy was introduced in May 2001.  Under this policy, State Government construction and maintenance contracts in Deed-of-Grant-in-Trust communities and the Shires of Torres, Aurukun and Mornington must employ 20% of the project labour hours from the local Indigenous community.  50% of people employed under this policy are required to be in approved training programs.

· The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Public Sector Employment Development Unit (Wal – Meta) began operations in July 2001.  The unit is establishing benchmarks for recruiting, training and retaining Indigenous staff in the Queensland public sector, with a target to achieve 2.4% representation of all employees at all classification levels in the public sector by 2010.

· Employment programs under the Government’s Breaking the Unemployment Cycle Initiative, established in 1998, have had a strong Indigenous focus.  For the two major programs targeting disadvantaged jobseekers, 19% of participants in the Community Jobs Plan and 12% of participants in the Community Employment Assistance Program have been Indigenous.  In addition, nearly 2,000 Indigenous apprentices and trainees have been employed since 1998 under the Public Sector Employment Program, representing 16% of all participants.
· The Government has approved a Cape York Partnerships Economic Development Strategy to stimulate economic development and employment opportunities in Cape York.  Broad strategies include import substitution (ie encouraging activities that can substitute for goods and services that are currently ‘imported’ into the Cape), regional enterprise development, small enterprise and export development, education and training, and developing enabling structures.  A range of initiatives have been developed with the Indigenous Enterprise Partnerships Board, including the establishment of Community Business Enterprise Hubs.

· The Cape York Training Strategy, established in 2002, is being piloted to provide much more flexible and responsive training in Cape York.  It provides for Indigenous communities to have maximum involvement in decision making in implementing training and employment programs in communities in the Cape.  For instance, community training plans are being developed through community negotiation, and public training funds are being pooled into one source of funds.

In summary, promoting Indigenous economic development and reducing Indigenous poverty requires a clear commitment from Government and a range of flexible approaches that meet the diverse needs of Indigenous people.  The Government will continue to promote innovative solutions that are developed in partnership with Indigenous people and communities.

4 Facilitating empowerment to ensure institutions are responsive and accountable

Poverty is not only concerned with distributional issues, it is also linked with relational issues such as participation, integration and power.  The more marginalised people become, the more difficult it is for them to move out of poverty.  

A key challenge for government is to help people develop the capacity to improve their situation and take advantage of available services.  While facilitating access to income and other safety-net support measures remains critical, enabling access to education, training and other capacity building measures is an important aspect of breaking poverty cycles and generating new opportunities. 

Engaging the community has the potential to improve the focus, targeting, design and accountability of such strategies, while enabling institutions to learn from past mistakes.

Two elements are consistently identified as being key considerations in this process:

· The capacity of people, particularly those who are most marginalised, to participate in economic and social life including Government decision making.

· The capacity of Government institutions and processes to be more responsive and open to participation, including breaking down ‘silos’, and improving overall efficiency and effectiveness.

Over the past decade, the Queensland Government has made a concerted effort in regard to these elements, and while it is still early days, some significant progress has been made.  This chapter briefly discusses a range of key Queensland Government strategies in this area and recommends continued collaboration between all levels of government to optimise the success of integrated policy responses to reduce poverty.

4.1
Changing policies for changing times

As outlined elsewhere in this submission, technological innovation and globalisation are fundamentally changing work processes and the type of work available. These complex patterns of change are creating significant challenges for Governments. At the heart of this is a need to assist people to develop the skills they need to deal effectively with changing times and the capacity to apply knowledge creatively as a key economic and social resource.  

The labour market is increasingly segmented between the high and low skill sectors, with a key divide being the capacity to adapt to change by developing new skills. Those with low skills have difficulty participating in the ‘new economy’, and are increasingly at risk of poverty. 

Education is a key to skill development. Low levels of educational attainment adversely affect individual life chances and are linked with increased long-term costs for health, welfare and law and order services. Improving skills gives people more opportunities to achieve economic and social success.

Therefore the Queensland Government has announced strategies to improve young people’s participation in education and training and give them the skills they need both for effective labour market participation, but also to support social and community involvement.  These include Education Queensland 2010 and Education and Training Reforms for the Future.

These strategies are supported by reforms in related areas such as child protection, where there is a complementary move to early intervention and prevention to build capacity and resilience to avoid problems and build a productive personal and family life (Putting Families First and Queensland Families Future Directions). These approaches attempt to intervene positively in the early stages of the causal chain leading to poverty. 

Similarly, policy reform in the health sector (Health 2020) recognises that investment in prevention of illness and early intervention across the whole community, will reduce the burden of disease and injury in the Queensland population and enable better health outcomes for all Queenslanders.  Health 2020 commits the Government to work with the community to sustain a health care system in which all Queenslanders have access to appropriate, quality, integrated, patient-focused health services.

4.2
Community engagement strategies

The term community engagement refers to a broad range of strategies; from one-way information sharing to two-way consultation processes, through to active participation in decision making processes.

The complexity of policy issues makes it crucial for agencies to involve communities in developing solutions.  This has been done through a variety of arrangements, including public forums, surveys, industry consultations, stakeholder meetings, expert briefings and focus groups.  

At the political level, the Queensland Government has instituted Community Cabinet Meetings.  At Community Cabinet Meetings, individuals and community groups are able to make formal deputations to Ministers or chat informally at a community gathering.  Thus there is the potential to raise issues of concern directly with Ministers.

Further, Queensland is also trialling ways of actively involving citizens and communities in the policy making and implementation process.  One example, is the Crime Prevention Strategy, which sets out a framework to support local action to build safer communities and to improve co-ordination between existing infrastructure and programs. Under the framework, local Building Safer Communities Action Teams bring people who live and work in their community, together with local Councils, business, community services and government departments, to identify and respond more effectively to local crime issues and problems.  While not explicitly linked to poverty reduction, crime reduction strategies of this sort have a key impact on community cohesiveness, which is linked positively with individual and family resilience.  Similarly, such trials of active participation will provide useful information for strategies which have an explicit poverty focus.

The Queensland Government has acknowledged that in the past, particular groups within society, particularly those most at risk of poverty, have had only limited access and input to government policy processes.  As a result; the Government has developed specific strategies to engage more effectively with these groups, with the aim of achieving policies and programs that are more responsive.  In regard to policies and programs that impact on poverty, the aim is to assist traditionally marginalised groups to have adequate access to services that take account of their needs, thereby reducing the likelihood that they will ‘slip through the cracks’.  Agencies are generally supported in their endeavours to develop more responsive programs for target groups with recognisable disadvantage via specialist agencies such as Multicultural Affairs Queensland, Office of Women and Regional Communities (all of which are included within Community Engagement Division in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet), as well as the Department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Policy and Disability Services Queensland.

Ethnically and culturally diverse communities
Queensland enjoys a rich mix of cultural and linguistic diversity which contributes culturally, socially and economically to the State. More than 16% of Queensland's population was born overseas, representing almost 543,000 people. People from more than 145 countries live in the State with about 250,000 people from non-English-speaking backgrounds.  

While immigrants of earlier generations were able to enter into an expanding workforce, the employment outlook has changed.  In 2002, the average unemployment rates in Queensland for Australian born persons, and persons from a mainly English speaking country were 7.2% and 6.5% respectively, whereas the rate for persons from a country where English is not the main language was 10.9%.  More recent migrants and migrants from certain countries tend to have even higher unemployment rates.

Multicultural Affairs Queensland (MAQ) works with other agencies to improve their capacity to respond to the whole community.  Specific activities include:

· The Language Services Policy – designed to enhance service delivery to clients from non-English-speaking backgrounds.

· Cross-cultural training to State Governments and special target groups.

· Coordination of the Register of Multicultural Advisors.

· Funding of services for refugees awarded temporary protection visas.

Women

Income security has been a key issue for women over the past decades.  The NATSEM report identifies that the risk of poverty is now slightly less for women overall than it is for men.  However, it would seem that there are still particular groups such as women in sole parent families, and single women over 65, who are experiencing poverty at a much higher rate than their male counterparts – single men under 65, being the largest male group to experience poverty (NATSEM, 2001).

In recognition of this issue, economic security continues to be one of the four priority areas of the Queensland Government Office for Women.  Strategies for addressing this issue are outlined in the annual Action Plan for Queensland Women.  The Office recently held consultations on Mapping the Future - A Discussion Paper for Queensland Women and Girls (Queensland Office for Women, 2002) and issues of economic security are covered in this paper.  The issues canvassed in this paper and the results of consultation will inform the development of a five-year agenda for women and girls which will outline Government action to improve the status of women and girls.

Regional communities

Queensland is Australia’s most decentralised mainland state.  As noted in section 3.5, poverty and disadvantage are not necessarily more prevalent in regional areas, but they have a clear spatial dimension.  Engaging with regional and rural communities to identify risks is thus crucial to the success of any statewide strategy.

To provide opportunities for greater community participation in government decision-making processes, the Government has established Ministerial Regional Community Forum processes in eight Queensland regions.  Ministerial Regional Community Forums are held every three months in each region, replacing the usual State Cabinet meeting for that day with two State Cabinet Ministers attending each Forum on a rotational basis.  Twenty Forum members representing eleven sectors (business and industry, education and training, unions, environment, Indigenous, primary industry and rural affairs, community services, health; law, order and justice, sport, recreation and culture, and local government) meet with the Cabinet Ministers.

Forum members are chosen by their communities because they are acknowledged as leaders with well-developed skills and extensive achievements who are able to represent the concerns and aspirations of everyone in their region.  While the issues raised by Forum members are not restricted to those impacting only on the needs of disadvantaged communities in Queensland a large number of the issues raised are particularly relevant to the members of such communities.

Indigenous initiatives

Indigenous people are clearly the most marginalised group within Australia.  Historically, actions by governments have disempowered Indigenous people and prevented them from fully engaging in the life of the broader community, as well as limiting their access to decision-makers.

There is also a history of failure of programs designed to improve the situation of Australia’s indigenous people.  This is due, at least in part, to the following factors:

· Inadequate resources.  The Commonwealth still spends less on health per capita for Indigenous people’s health services than it does for Australia as a whole, despite the significant disparity in health status between the broader community and the Indigenous community. (O’Faircheallaigh et al, 1999).

· Inadequate coordination between programs, particularly those between Commonwealth and State/Territory jurisdictions.

· Cultural issues.  Indigenous people are more likely to use services run by their own communities, and designed specifically for that community.  However only a small proportion of services meet that criterion (Tomison, 2002).  The Aboriginal population is highly heterogenous, and so what works in one case will not necessarily work in another.

· A long history of dispossession and policies which create distrust of government.  This makes it difficult to obtain the type and level of participation of Indigenous people which is required for effective program delivery.  Consultation and involvement needs to be culturally sensitive and take this history into account. This has implications for the concept of partnerships and negotiation tables which offer a model of decision-making which involves identifying mutual responsibilities and agreed actions.

· Lack of evidence about what works in Indigenous policy and program development.

The current initiatives and programs of the Queensland Government aim to empower Indigenous people by improving social infrastructure and investigating ways to devolve decision-making closer to local Indigenous communities in policy areas such as economic development, education and training, health, land, heritage and natural resource management. 

Meeting Challenges, Making Choices (MCMC) (Queensland Government, 2002a), developed in consultation with Indigenous communities, aims to balance the Government’s responsibilities for the health and well-being of Queensland citizens, with a deliberate strategy that fosters Indigenous community capacity and the development of locally-based solutions. The immediate focus is to arrest the alarming rate of alcohol and substance abuse and related violence, to create a more favourable environment for Indigenous people to achieve a better quality of life and take greater advantage of the opportunities available to them as Australian citizens.  The initiatives included in the MCMC strategy include:

· Introducing the Indigenous Communities Liquor Licences Bill 2002 to transfer canteen licences from Indigenous councils currently holding licences to new locally-based Community Canteen Management Boards to be appointed by the Minister and include a Government officer on an ex-officio basis, in order to reduce pressures for councils to use their licences as revenue raising vehicles.
· Amending the Community Services (Aborigines) Act 1984 and the Community Services (Torres Strait) Act 1984 to enable community justice groups to regulate the possession and consumption of alcohol in places within community areas throughout Queensland and to make declarations in relation to alcohol management.

· Declaring geographic zones around each Indigenous community, thereby restricting the quantity and type of alcohol to be carried.

· Increasing measures to control liquor supply through imposing conditions on adjacent licensed premises. This will strengthen ‘sly grog’ strategies and complement measures to control liquor supply within Indigenous communities.

· Cracking down on ‘sly grog’ using additional support from the police through the Tactical Crime Units and an advertising campaign to promote the Sly Grog and Licensing Hotline.

· Enhancing services in the areas of alcohol, substance abuse, prevention, harm reduction, detoxification and rehabilitation including community education; training and support for health workers; developing and implementing appropriate models of treatment/rehabilitation; establishment of a new rehabilitation service hub in the Northern Peninsula Area; and funding to Apunipima Cape York Health Council to undertake action research into the incidence and interventions required to address foetal alcohol syndrome.

· Expanding programs to foster leadership, support community-based economic development activities and strengthen community employment and youth diversion programs. This includes promoting effective linkages between schools, TAFE and skill-based development, providing sport and recreational opportunities, increasing opportunities for public sector employment for Indigenous people (20% recruitment policy) and extension of the Cape York Training Policy and Indigenous Employment Policy to capital works programs in other Indigenous communities where appropriate.

· Implementing a Safer Communities Strategy aimed at improving police responses to crime and violence and providing a greater level of protection for women and children.
· Piloting an environmental and public health initiative employing Indigenous Environmental Health Officers in Cape York communities.
· Developing and implementing a Community Governance Improvement Strategy to assist Councils, enhance their accountability to communities and comply with financial and other administrative requirements.
· Strengthening the Cape York Partnerships Unit in order to negotiate integrated service delivery from Commonwealth and State agencies and to facilitate the development of Community Canteen Management Boards, Community Justice Groups and community action plans.
Empowering people and ensuring that institutions are accountable and responsive will be challenging.  It is important for governments at all levels to commit to work collaboratively to deliver on their responsibilities.  Policies need to be complementary and address the continuum of need in a way that appropriately balances preventative and early intervention approaches with support measures.  Efficient and effective community engagement strategies can contribute to well targeted and workable strategies.

5
Enhancing security through social safety nets

The Queensland Government has over recent years, undertaken a significant program of review and reform of a number of key social policy areas to achieve improved opportunities for people to participate in and contribute to the social and economic development of their communities.  This has been focussed in the areas of education, health, child protection, alcohol and violence in indigenous communities and housing.  A major objective has been to establish forward reform agendas to address the social conditions which lead to disadvantage and maintain the cycle of poverty.

Whilst this reform process focuses on prevention and early intervention approaches, the Queensland Government has also sought to ensure that any change is managed within a context of sufficient and appropriate safety nets being in place to assist those experiencing hardships.  Addressing poverty in communities requires governments to carefully consider the complex interrelationship of policies and programs.  A key issue is effective collaboration across different levels of government to ensure real outcomes. This is especially challenging with respect to vulnerable client groups.   Service design and change need to be carefully researched and effectively tailored, co-ordinated and resourced, so that people do not ‘fall through the cracks’.

This chapter briefly discusses the Queensland Government’s activities in relation to income support, housing, families, disability services and health.

5.1
Income support

Responsibility for income support lies with the Commonwealth.  The Commonwealth Ministers for Family and Community Services and for Employment and Workforce Relations have recently proposed significant reforms to this system.  These reforms are largely based on a transition framework – they seek to move people out of the income support system.  There are two key points that need to be made in relation to these reforms:

· For these reforms to be successful they need to be married with economic development initiatives that ensure that there are real employment opportunities available and accessible to those transiting out of the income support system. 

· The reforms need to take account of the fact that there is a percentage of people who will not be able to move out of the income support system into paid employment, and there is the potential for reform processes to further disadvantage this group.  It is important that these reforms do not undermine the economic well being of the poorest Queenslanders.

The Queensland Government has committed to a wide range of economic development initiatives, as discussed in chapter 3, to ensure greater success in employment generation.

Queensland also seeks to supplement the income support system, through focused concessions programs, the Seniors Card and an emergency relief allocation.  The resilience to poverty of traditionally ‘vulnerable’ groups, such as pensioners, seniors, carers, veterans, people with a disability, sole parents, students and disadvantaged families can be improved by concessions to reduce the cost of regular household bills, access essential services and maintain a healthy active lifestyle.  Consequently, the Queensland Government spends more than $430 million per annum on concessions programs which:

· Reduce daily living costs, eg electricity rebate and electricity life support.

· Reduce the financial burden of large periodic bills, eg Local Government rates and motor vehicle registration.

· Provide a safety net for health needs, eg dental, spectacles and medical aids and equipment.

· Encourage mobility and facilitate access to other services, eg public transport, patient travel.

· Encourage active lifestyles and access to employment and training opportunities, eg TAFE courses.

In a related initiative, the Queensland Seniors Card recognises the needs of older residents on fixed retirement incomes, by providing holders with access to a range of valuable Government concessions and business discounts.  The Card is available to Queensland residents aged between 60 and 65 in receipt of a specified payment or benefit, and to all residents aged 65 years and over who do not work more than 35 hours per week.

The Queensland Government also allocates $1.4 million per annum to supplement the Commonwealth’s Emergency Relief Program.  These funds are distributed by non-government agencies throughout Queensland in the form of food vouchers and payments for essential items for families and individuals experiencing financial crisis.  

However, all of these programs can only be effective if the primary income support system administered by the Commonwealth is effective, and enables people to participate in programs which will improve their capacity and circumstances.  Consequently, income support needs to be delivered in a way that encourages social and economic participation, rather than in a punitive framework that marginalises those already ‘at risk’.

Given the mix of Commonwealth and State responses being delivered in this and other areas, an agreed national strategy with a clear policy and program focus on poverty reduction that emphasises collaboration and the engagement of the community is becoming more and more necessary.

5.2
Housing

There is extensive literature on the links between housing and poverty – housing represents such a large proportion of a household’s expenditure, that there is a case for looking at living standards after housing costs have been allocated.  In the current landscape, after housing, national poverty rates are calculated as being 17.5% compared with 13.0% before housing (NATSEM, 2001).  This is due to the fact that housing costs for poor households are generally a more significant proportion than for middle and upper income families (Harding & Szuklaska, 2000).

Secure, affordable, appropriately located housing can provide a stable base for people to find a job, undertake study and training, use public transport, raise children, participate in family and community activities, and access local services.  Affordable housing can play an important role in reducing poverty by providing households with more income to access essential services and enjoy opportunities to participate in the economic, social and cultural life of their community.  In this way, access to affordable housing has the potential to prevent the inter-generational transmission of poverty and disadvantage.  

The rate of ‘after housing’ poverty in Queensland is higher than in any other State - almost two out of three private renters in the lowest 40% of income earners pay over 30% of their income on rent, while one in five pay more than half of their income on rent (QCOSS, 1999).  Additionally, while it is difficult to establish rates of homelessness, Queensland has been estimated as having the second highest rate of homelessness, second only to the Northern Territory (ABS, 1996).

A range of factors are believed to influence this situation – Queensland’s population continues to grow at a fast rate, sharp increases in housing prices for buyers, and significant decreases in low-cost rental housing, particularly in Brisbane (Queensland Department of Housing, 2000).

The Queensland Government provides a range of housing products and services to Queensland households and communities, while also seeking to facilitate the provision of affordable housing in the wider housing system.  The concept of 'affordable housing' goes beyond the financial cost of dwellings. Housing is not affordable if, by virtue of its poor location, poor cost effectiveness or poor design, it contributes to unsustainable communities, or imposes other costs on the community and on households.  Communities need a range of housing types at affordable prices in order to meet the changing circumstances of residents.

The Queensland Government assists over 174,000 households each year to meet their housing needs. The public housing sector in Queensland consists of over 50,000 units of accommodation, with a further 4,000 units available through Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing and community managed housing.  These programs are specifically targeted at low income households in need of assistance through direct housing provision.  The Department of Housing also provides funds to community organisations and local governments to assist people in severe housing need.  In addition to direct housing provision, the Department of Housing offers assistance to low income private renters, people who require housing advice and referral, home lending assistance, and bond loans. 

The capacity of the Queensland Government to address poverty through housing is limited by insufficient funding.  Historically, Commonwealth State Housing Agreement. (CSHA) grants have not been indexed for inflation, and have declined in absolute terms since 1996 when the Commonwealth began applying ‘efficiency dividends’.  As a result, States are left with public housing infrastructure that can no longer be sustained with current levels of funding.  For the first time in its history, Queensland’s public housing stock is in decline.  The proposed offer by the Commonwealth for the next CSHA introduces indexation, but combined with a continuation of efficiency dividends, will still result in a decline in the real value of funding.

The decline in support for capital funded programs under the CSHA suggests that the Commonwealth is retreating from the social housing arena and instead focussing on the provision of assistance to help people access the private rental market.  Unfortunately, there is substantial evidence that the private market for low-income households is also in decline.  When combined with the decline in social housing, this inevitably means that an increasing number of households will face higher levels of housing stress and poverty.  This will lead in turn to greater levels of social exclusion, and additional costs to governments.  Between 1986 and 1996, Queensland lost approximately 13,000 dwellings or 37% of its low-cost stock, and this trend appears to be continuing (QDoH 2000).

In fiscal terms, there is evidence that over the longer term, housing needs can be more efficiently addressed through capital based programs rather than recurrent programs.  The Industry Commission (1993) (now the Productivity Commission) demonstrated that, over the medium term, more people can be assisted through a capital based housing program because, capital programs create a portfolio of dwellings that can assist many households over time.  Furthermore, the portfolio can be realigned over time through upgrades, sales and new constructions to remain responsive to changing client profiles.  Capital based programs therefore provide an opportunity to provide assistance and leverage change over generations. 

In contrast, demand driven programs such as income supplements represent cash payments with no resulting asset and no capacity to provide ongoing assistance over the long term.  The move towards income supplements may therefore ultimately result in greater costs to governments.  

The Commonwealth’s current approach does not recognise that housing need is related to more than money. Subsidies cannot provide secure access to affordable and appropriate housing for everyone, particularly in the private market, where there are areas of market failure in relation to key groups in need such as older Queenslanders, people with a disability, Indigenous Queenslanders, and people from a non-English speaking background.  Similarly, subsidies do not redress the shrinking supply of low cost housing.  The Commonwealth’s current policy direction does not take account of the complex factors that influence housing need.

Currently, there is no national housing policy framework.  On the contrary, there is a divergence between the Commonwealth and State/Territory Government housing policy directions.  An agreed policy framework and funding priorities that take account of the debates advanced above, as has been proposed on a number of occasions by Queensland, would maximise the use of public funds and deliver improved housing outcomes for those most in need.  

5.3
Family support

Poverty has a profound impact on the lives of families and children.  A lack of material resources can result in child neglect, however it is important to note that it can also significantly limit the ability to develop capacity and capabilities, ie parenting skills.  While child abuse occurs across all economic strata, poverty places significant stresses upon families and is associated with abuse and neglect (James 1994).   There is evidence that where children are judged ‘at risk’ of abuse practical support is a useful preventative strategy (Thorpe 1994, Tomison 1996).

Furthermore, harm experienced in childhood has far reaching effects.  People from disadvantaged backgrounds marked by poor parenting can carry this experience into their own parenting (Briere et al, 1996).  There are correlations between experiencing harm as a child, self-harming behaviours and contact with the correctional system. (Shonakoff & Phillips, 2000) Similarly, there is a strong link between homelessness and a history of being in care (Cashmore & Paxman, 1996), and young people in care achieve a lower level of educational attainment than their peers (CREATE 2001).  Thus, without effective intervention, poverty can easily become intergenerational.

The Queensland Government provides and funds services across the intervention continuum, covering prevention and early intervention services, immediate response services and continuing support services. While few of the Department’s initiatives are targeted directly to people experiencing financial hardship, poverty is recognised as one of a number of factors which may impact upon families and increase their vulnerability.

In June 2002, the Premier and the Minister for Families launched Queensland Families: Future Directions (Queensland Government, 2002c) which highlights the importance of families to the Government’s vision of the future of Queensland and outlines increased investment by Government of $188 million over the next four years in the work of the Department of Families.

A key theme of Queensland Families: Future Directions is increasing the Department of Families’ focus on prevention and early intervention to reduce the human and financial costs to Queensland of responding to crisis and treating its effects, after the fact. 

The Department of Families will increase annual expenditure on prevention and early intervention programs from 13% to 25% of its annual expenditure over the next five years. Concurrently, beginning in 2002-2003, the Department has initiated service delivery trials to establish the most effective models for Queensland. 

This move towards a preventative/early intervention approach is consistent with international best practice. Sure Start in the United Kingdom, Families First in NSW, and the Early Years project in Ontario, Canada are among the many examples of effective early intervention and prevention strategies. 

The effectiveness of these programs however, is to a large extent, reliant on a number of other factors – eg, an income support system that enables people to participate in social and economic programs that will enable them to make the transition out of poverty, and economic development initiatives that improve the broader economy so that job opportunities are available.

5.4
Disability services

Poverty is ‘disability’s close companion’ (Alcock in Gleeson 1998).  Four main dimensions of disability poverty can be identified:  employment exclusion and exploitation; income deprivation – due to labour market exclusion and the high costs of purchasing non-standard goods and services; social service inadequacy – benefits are frequently insufficient to cover other ‘costs of disability’, eg. transport aids; and physical inaccessibility  - the physical arrangements of cities and transport networks often excludes people with a disability from full participation in work and society (Gleeson, 1998).

One estimate suggests approximately 26.7% of households headed by sick or invalid persons were in poverty before housing costs (King, 1997).  Additionally, many people with a disability are dependent upon family and affective networks for care and support, which in turn impacts on the ability of these carers to participate in the labour market – carers either leave the job market or reduce their hours and/or their workforce status (Gleeson, 1998).  

There has been an increase in the numbers of people reporting disabilities over the past decade.  It is estimated that 17.8% of Queenslanders have a disability that restricts their economic and social participation (AIHW 2001).  It is further estimated that the numbers of Queenslanders with a profound or severe disability will increase by 18.7% during the period 1997-2003 (Disability Services Queensland, 2002), partly as a result of ageing and migration issues.

The Queensland Government provides a broad range of services to people with a disability.  Recently it has undertaken the Funding Reform Project to focus specifically on:

• 
Developing sustainable and innovative models of support for people with a disability.

• 
Ensuring reliable infrastructure is available to provide disability support services.

• 
Providing a long-term strategic view of the funding policies and practices of Disability Services Queensland (DSQ) and non-government service providers.

The Project is providing significant information to improve the use of existing resources and to guide longer-term planning and resource allocation decisions of Government.

The Queensland Government has committed itself to increasing spending on disability services by around 20% over the life of the next Commonwealth/State/Territory Disability Agreement (CSTDA).  This number will increase when the Government makes adjustments for enterprise bargaining outcomes and any additional resources that may flow from the Funding Reform Project.

To date, the CSTDA negotiations with the Commonwealth Government have not proceeded smoothly. A resolution to these negotiations, based on principles of fairness and equity in regard to justifiable and sustainable funding arrangements, particularly given population growth in the State, is crucial to the Queensland Government’s ability to reduce poverty for people with a disability.    

5.5
Health

The link between health and poverty is not linear.  Health crises can be the ‘tipping’ point that can move a family or individual into poverty; poor health limits the ability to transit out of poverty; and poverty itself has negative consequences for a family’s or individual’s health status.  

The National Health Strategy launched in 1992 established a strong correlation between socioeconomic status, income and health outcomes for Australians.  Analysis at this time showed that men and women of lower socio-economic status were respectively 45% and 13% more likely to have serious chronic illnesses than their counterparts from high income backgrounds.

Additionally, poverty places young children and infants at increased risk of: poor birth outcomes (including low birth weight), exposure to toxic substances in utero; subtle central nervous system damage, malnutrition; asthma and other chronic illnesses, and post neonatal mortality (Halpern, 2000).  Such increased risk has negative consequences for health in later life.

The health of Indigenous Australians is significantly worse than for the rest of the population.  Key indicators are mortality rates and life expectancy:  the infant mortality rate for Indigenous people of 14 per 1000 infants born is nearly 3 times the national average of 5.2, and life expectancy is around 20 years less than for non-Indigenous Australians (Australian Medical Association, 2002).  Hospital admission rates are twice that of the general population, they are hospitalised for respiratory disease and injury at 3 to 4 times the normal rate and for infectious disease at 4 to 5 times the normal rate, and have a death rate from infectious disease which is 15 to 18 times what is generally expected (Gardiner-Garden, 1997).
In recognition of these factors, the Queensland Government has made a commitment to improve the heath status of Queenslanders experiencing economic disadvantage, in particular Indigenous Queenslanders.  In 2002, the Government released the Health 2020 Directions Statement (Queensland Health, 2002), which outlines the Queensland Government's vision for health and the management and development of the health system in Queensland to the year 2020. It recognises that investment in prevention of illness and early intervention will reduce the burden of disease and injury in the Queensland population and is the most effective strategy in ensuring a sustainable, accessible and quality health care system for all Queenslanders.  Health 2020 commits the Government to work with the community to ensure all Queenslanders have access to appropriate, quality, integrated, patient-focused health services.

The public hospital system administered by Queensland Health ensures that services are available free of charge, that access to these services must be on the basis of clinical need and within a clinically appropriate period, and that people should have equitable access to public hospital services regardless of their geographical location.

Queensland Health also has a range of programs, services and strategies that address health issues prevalent in lower socio-economic groups, such as 

· Queensland Home and Community Care (HACC) Program.
· Oral Health services.
· Medical Aids and Assistance Scheme. 
· Early Intervention and Parenting Support Initiatives.
· School and Youth Health Services.
· State-wide Programs for Young People.

In regard to Indigenous health, there has been a range of policy and service activities that ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have access to timely, appropriate and respectful health services.  Examples include:
· Early Intervention for Safe and Healthy Families - early intervention for clients exposed to family violence and other key risk factors in the antenatal period.  

· A comprehensive free dental health services to eligible (low-income) individuals and services to rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

· Partnerships between Queensland Health and the Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing to ensure that low income Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in rural and remote areas have access to primary health care services and pharmaceuticals at no direct cost.

Perhaps the key issue currently impacting on the complex interrelationship between health and poverty is the shortage of general practitioners, and in particular the shortage of General Practitioners who bulk bill.  Bulk billing is vital to the health of people experiencing poverty – it enables people to seek medical checks and assistance as the need arises, and allows continuity of care, which improves the success of any intervention.

The emergency departments of public hospitals in Queensland are currently being inundated with people who should be treated by general practitioners.  These people are reporting that they either can not get access to, or can not afford a general practitioner.  

Over the past three years, the number of bulk-billed general practitioner consultations has declined by an average of 3% per annum.  Overall, there has been a 10.3% increase in the number of patients treated by emergency departments, and a 14% increase in the number of non-urgent or semi-urgent cases presenting to the emergency departments.

This has implications for continuity of care – emergency hospital departments are not equipped to provide continuity of care, and hence the longer term health outcomes of people presenting for non-urgent and semi-urgent events are being compromised.  It also represents substantial cost shifting from the Commonwealth to the State Government.  The private health care rebate appears to have had no impact on this situation, despite it having been touted as a possible solution.

The Commonwealth must provide greater incentives to general practitioners to address the contraction and ageing of its workforce.  Potential strategies for addressing this situation include: increasing the General Practitioner Medicare provider numbers; lifting restrictions on tertiary training places; and increasing the Medicare rebate payable to general practitioners.  

In the context of the current negotiations for the Australian Health Care Agreement, the issue of access to the Medicare Benefit Schedule (MBS) for those primary medical services which are delivered in an emergency department is vital.  Access to MBS rebates or alternate funding arrangements for primary care services provided in a range of settings would also assist broad issues of access.  

A potential part of the solution is the development of improved patient management systems such as a 24 hour triage call centre for Queensland that would assist linking consumers with primary health services, including continuum of care services for the follow-up management of chronic conditions.

The Australian federal system places different responsibilities with the Commonwealth and the State.  This submission advocates an agreed Commonwealth/State policy framework/approach to poverty, and the areas of housing, disability and health, rather than the current, at times conflictual approach.  One of the ongoing challenges of a federal system lies in enabling better connections between the development of funding and overarching policy and the complexity of service delivery.  Negotiations over funding arrangements such as the Special Purpose Payments provide an opportunity to develop a more collaborative approach.

6
Concluding comments

The Queensland Government is strongly committed to reducing poverty.  This submission highlights that reducing poverty requires a broad strategy.  It is not enough to focus solely on policies that address the symptoms of poverty.  Rather, it is necessary to consider addressing and minimising the impacts on poverty and disadvantage when setting the broad framework of government policy and in relevant decision-making.

The Queensland Government has developed five key policy priorities in consultation with the community.  The five priorities aim to secure Queensland’s ongoing prosperity as a modern service economy in Australia, the Asia-Pacific and internationally. They are:

· More jobs for Queensland – skills and innovation – the Smart State;

· Safer and more supportive communities;

· Community engagement and a better quality of life;

· Valuing the environment; and

· Building Queensland’s regions.

These priorities focus on fostering a better quality of life for all Queenslanders, including the most disadvantaged and vulnerable in the community.  They also address the three themes identified in the World Bank strategy for attacking poverty; namely promoting opportunity, facilitating empowerment and enhancing security.  In this way, they provide a framework for reducing poverty in Queensland.  This submission provides a detailed discussion of a number of key Queensland Government strategies for reducing poverty and disadvantage.  They highlight the breadth of the policy framework that is in place.

Nevertheless, poverty is a national issue and it is increasingly apparent that a national approach is needed to effectively tackle poverty.  The Queensland Government has maintained a strong focus on addressing the needs of the most disadvantaged, in a number of key areas.  For effective outcomes this needs to be complemented by collaborative national policies and approaches.  For instance:

· Queensland has recently announced major reforms to the education and training systems to ensure that young people aged 15 to 17 are engaged in education, training or full-time employment.  The Commonwealth approach of increasing funding to non-state schools at the expense of state schools risk undermining this reform.

· Queensland has ensured that the award system continues to provide fair and reasonable wages and conditions.  By contrast, the Commonwealth approach to industrial relations has reduced protections available to low paid and vulnerable employees and contributed to increased earnings inequality.

· Queensland has implemented a range of highly successful employment programs for the long-term unemployed and disadvantaged jobseekers under the Breaking the Unemployment Cycle umbrella.  The Commonwealth approach has been to substantially withdraw assistance in this area, thereby shifting costs to the States.

· Queensland has provided public hospital services free of charge on the basis of clinical need with the objective that people should have equitable access to services.  The impact of declining levels of bulk billing and shortages of general practitioners in outer metropolitan and rural areas has placed considerable strain on the public hospital system as patients seek access to primary health care services through emergency departments.  Queensland would welcome the opportunity to work with the Commonwealth to examine the effectiveness of current Commonwealth policies to ensure a more sustainable and fairer health care system.  The Commonwealth private health insurance policy has not alleviated the pressure on the public hospital system.

· Queensland provides a range of housing products and services, including public housing and crisis accommodation, to disadvantaged and vulnerable groups.  Queensland continues to promote the development of a national housing policy to consider effective and sustainable policies to address this issue.

In a number of areas, reduced Commonwealth funding has made it harder for Queensland to devote sufficient resources to programs focusing on the most disadvantaged.  Another area of increasing concern is the imposition of Commonwealth policy through funding and cost sharing arrangements.  It has become commonplace for the Commonwealth to make policy announcements in which it agrees to provide funds on the basis that States and Territories match these with new funds.  The Queensland Premier wrote to the Prime Minister in July 2002 expressing concern that this virtually forces the States and Territories to realign their existing funding priorities to bring them into line with Commonwealth priorities.  This approach has potentially adverse implications for poverty reduction.

On a more positive note, in the area of Indigenous policy Queensland has adopted an innovative and multi-faceted strategy to address the challenges facing Indigenous communities.  This strategy involves significantly enhanced levels of cooperation between State and Commonwealth Government agencies to meet these difficult challenges.

This Inquiry provides an opportunity to facilitate a more collaborative approach to reducing poverty.  There is a need for an open dialogue not only between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories but involving all sections of the community.  It is also necessary to improve the evidence base for policy making to reduce poverty and promote collaborative research at the national level.
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