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The Committee Secretary

Senate Community Affairs References Committee

Suite s1 59

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

24 Feb 2003 
INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

Dear Committee

Hunter Council of Social Services would like to make the following submission to the Senate Inquiry into Poverty in Australia:

 “Poverty is about the loss of choices for individuals, families and communities.  The poor in our communities have limited rights and choices”

These may be loss of lifestyle choices, or limited choices because of reduced circumstances and resources.  

The concept of freedom of choice is fundamental to a democratic society such as Australia, and people living in poverty are not able to exercise this freedom to make choices that other, more advantaged Australians take for granted:

· choice of where and how to live

· choice of what to wear

· of access to affordable health care

· quality education and learning opportunities

· opportunity to grow and develop

· to have enough food to eat that is nutritious

· have access to transport to reach essential and non-essential services

· have access to affordable recreational activities

· able to take a holiday or time out from responsibilities

· be able to appreciate and enjoy the natural environment
_____________________________________________________
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“Poverty Trap” Many unemployed and underemployed people are caught in the “poverty trap” – they are unable to move beyond just surviving and making ends meet from one pay period to the next. These people also live in areas that have few resources and opportunities for them and their children to escape the cycle of disadvantage and poverty. The areas in which disadvantaged communities are concentrated do not provide access to alternative employment or educational opportunities in order to improve the lot of the people living there.  Women who are living in poverty and supporting their children on benefits are experiencing great challenges in trying to escape their circumstances: they are afraid of incurring high HECS debts if they choose to enter higher education in the hope of increasing their chances of getting a job. On the other hand, these women know that they will lose their government benefits and related concessions if they manage to find work and increase their income; and the cost and accessibility to childcare is not offset by the marginal increase in their income that they get from part-time or casual low paid jobs.  

“Generational Disadvantage” Many poor and disadvantaged people come from generations of families and communities who have been poor and unemployed or underemployed and have had very little access to choices, resources and alternative life experiences.  The exit points out of poverty are limited and their lived experience of productive work and the financial and other rewards of working are not accessible to these people and communities.  The lack of employment opportunities over generations engenders a sense of hopelessness and futility in even trying to break out of the cycle for these families and communities.  

Underemployment” There are large sections of the community who are underemployed, in that they are unable to find permanent, full-time work. The effects of this are not just the financial hardships or the lack of job security and stability, but also the related issue of meeting the stringent compliance requirements of Centrelink.  As many underemployed people are on Government benefits to supplement their low and sporadic incomes, they are required by law to inform Centrelink of their exact earnings in a given period.  These compliance requirements are stringent, and the failure to comply leads to either cuts or total loss of income support from Centrelink.  The process of then challenging or changing the level of Government support that one is entitled to is lengthy and complicated.  This stringent system of compliance and the penalty for not meeting it disadvantages already poor and vulnerable communities and individuals - especially young people and individuals experiencing problems with literacy and numeracy; and those from Non English Speaking Backgrounds and our Indigenous peoples.

“Children Living in Poverty” In poor and disadvantaged communities, large numbers of children are living with the broad range of economic, social and emotional effects of poverty.  The research strongly indicates that children from disadvantaged families and communities are more likely to have poor nutrition, poor health, low self-esteem, poor educational outcomes and higher risk of domestic violence, abuse and neglect.  These are the social outcomes of poverty and inequality.  
The life expectations and opportunities that are available to children growing up in poor families, communities and regions are directly influenced by their social conditions.  These children are the next generation in the “Cycle of Poverty and Disadvantage”.  

Poverty in Regional and Rural Communities” The effects of poverty are compounded for people living in regional and rural Australia because there are substantially less opportunities to access services and there are fewer resources in these areas.  There are limited choices due to shrinking employment opportunities, lack of diversity in local employment opportunities, and limited education and training opportunities.  The possibilities of “escaping” disadvantage and poverty are less then for those available to well resourced areas such as large metropolitan regions in Australia.  The available exit points from poverty and disadvantage are very few, and the necessary support and resources needed are also limited in regional and rural areas, esp. for young people and vulnerable communities such as our Aboriginal communities.  

The rates of unemployment for regional and rural Australia are sometimes twice the National average - the Hunter has higher rates of unemployment, especially youth unemployment, then the national average, and the loss of traditional areas of work has not been compensated for, there have just not been the growth or creation of stable and long-term jobs in alternative industries. The youth unemployment rate in the Hunter is 10 percentage points higher then the regional average (Hunter Valley Research Foundation,   Dec 2002 quarter Economic Indicators).  Regional and rural areas provide fewer opportunities in education, training and real jobs for its youth then the large cities do, so there’s a substantial disparity between what young people can hope for between these communities.  
“Indigenous Australians” Indigenous communities experience the compounding effects of generational disadvantage, the legacy of government policies that fragmented their communities and families and the ongoing effects of the failure of the systems that are meant to support them, but instead, disadvantage them. Aboriginal communities have higher infant mortality and morbidity rates then the national average; they have lower retention rates in the education system; their families have extremely high rates of welfare dependence and their communities experience the added burden of problems such as high rates of unemployment, family violence and drug and alcohol abuse.  The average income of Indigenous families are substantially less then the Australian average, and this factor, combined with the range of disadvantages that Indigenous families face has a profound impact on the hopes and aspirations of people from Indigenous backgrounds.  The poorest and most systemically disadvantaged people in our society are Indigenous Australians.
“Levels of Income and Income support from Government” The reality is that the basic wage is not much more then Government benefits for many low income families.  The loss of benefits such as travel concessions and Healthcare cards and rental assistance - which all make a difference when added up, do not give many unskilled workers the incentive to seek employment.  These extra benefits need to have a higher threshold for low income, unskilled workers, and their average weekly earnings also need to increase, so that there are incentives for people to be employed and productive.  Current Government support is inadequate and it also traps people in the “Poverty Cycle” by providing just enough income support and benefits to keep people surviving, with very little real choices in terms of gainful, permanent and stable employment.

The current system of health care is no longer universal, the lack of doctors who bulk bill means that regional and rural Australians, whose average weekly incomes are less then those of their city counterparts, are paying more to access basis health care.  The Hunter, for example, has more than 40,000 people on Healthcare cards – and as disadvantaged people, these Healthcare card holders should be able to access bulk billing medical services. The chronic shortage of doctors in the Hunter means that there are almost no doctors who routinely bulk bill Healthcare card holders, and the direct consequence of this is that the people who have the highest risk of illness are unable to afford health care, especially preventive health care.   

Finally, there is a strong sense in our communities that the rich are getting richer and the poor poorer in the current economic and political climate.  The levels of tax that high income earners pay is proportionally less then what people on low incomes pay.  The tax breaks available to low income and unemployed people is substantially less then for big business and high income earners.  Yet people and families on low incomes pay more on essential goods and services such as food and shelter then do those who are on high incomes enjoying the tax breaks.  The idea that Australia is a society where people get a “fair go” and where the “Aussie battler” is valued and supported by Government policies no longer seems true. 

Yours sincerely

Cec Shevels

President 

Hunter Council of Social Services
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