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Submission to the Senate Enquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship

The evidence for growing numbers of Australians facing poverty and financial hardship is strong.  The debates between various academics about the measurement of the level of poverty serves only to cloud the issue.  Whatever methodology is employed to measure poverty levels, poverty in Australia is too high.

In our estimation, the experience of hundreds of community service agencies across the nation in recent years presents a compelling picture of growing poverty and financial hardship.  The most recent Living on the Edge survey by the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) indicates that agencies provided assistance to 2.4 million Australians in the last year, a rise of 12% over the figure of two years ago.  It also indicates that agencies were not able to provide the assistance needed by their clients in 180 000 cases, a rise of 19% in a year.

Difficulties in meeting the growing quantity and complexity of cases handled by agencies is exacerbated by increasing operational costs.

Our Commission’s contact with a wide range of church and community agencies serves to support the data collected by the ACOSS survey.

Our Commission’s concern is to see the implementation of effective measures to alleviate poverty and financial hardship.  This is based on a commitment to justice and equity within the social and economic order of society, a commitment which we believe is shared by the vast majority of Australians.

While we do not have the capacity to undertake the significant research and consultation necessary to develop policy proposals which provide the prospect of an effective re-orientation of our nation’s social and economic order, we are able to offer some principles which we believe should underpin a shift in public policy to address poverty and financial hardship in a meaningful and effective manner.

Above all, we strongly urge that policy development be guided by a genuine compassion for disadvantaged people, a compassion which respects the dignity of all people who are disadvantaged.  Such respect obliges government to provide adequate income support and social services to disadvantaged people so that they and their families can live with dignity.  It also obliges government to implement policies and practices which emphasise collaboration and partnership with disadvantaged people rather than the use of harsh penalties and rules as a means of seeking to  lift them out of poverty.

Flowing from this principle of collaboration is a strong commitment to disadvantaged people playing a significant role in addressing their disadvantage, but always within their capacity to contribute to their advancement.

We strongly espouse the principle that access to the resources and services necessary for dignified human life is a fundamental human right and not a privilege to be bestowed by those who are affluent at their discretion on those who are disadvantaged.

Government also has the responsibility to order our nation’s affairs for the sake of the common good and this means that, across the policy horizon, equity must be promoted and be seen to be promoted.  Those Australians who have a greater capacity to look after their own affairs should not be treated more favourably than those who have limited access to resources.  Those who are disadvantaged have the greatest call on the government’s support.

We briefly mention a number of areas in which these principles should have a significant impact on the shaping of government policy and practices:

Indigenous poverty and disadvantage is a national scandal.  The need to address significant disadvantage in areas such as indigenous health, education and employment is urgent.  Adequate resources are needed to enable effective and comprehensive partnerships between indigenous communities, the wider community and government at the local level to address these problems.  Alongside this must come a commitment to a substantial effort to dispel the myths about indigenous people which are still strongly held within the wider community.

The level of taxation should be adequate to ensure that sufficient resources are available to assist disadvantaged people to overcome their disadvantage.  Recent research suggests that a growing number of Australians place a greater priority on the provision of adequate and effective community services over tax cuts.

The shape of taxation law should also be equitable.  The capacity of more affluent Australians to reduce their tax liability is, in our view, unfairly assisted by the tax treatment in such areas as trusts, company executive separation payments and company executive salary packages (especially with regard to shares and options).

The growing number of people who have been unemployed for long periods is contributing to the growth in financial hardship.  While recent welfare measures are rightly enhancing assistance to severely disadvantaged unemployed people, a substantial overhaul of employment services is urgently needed to address the failure of such programmes as “work for the dole” and the Intensive Assistance Program to enable unemployed people to enter the workforce and stay there.

Disparities in the level of income support provided to different categories of Centrelink beneficiaries and the types of benefits which are attached to different pensions and payments appear inequitable and result in many, such as students, facing more severe hardship than others.  Efforts should be made to remove these disparities and ensure that all who are disadvantaged have access to an adequate income and essential services.

The community sector is an essential element in the delivery of services to disadvantaged people.  The evidence suggests that it is under-resourced in terms of the need it is trying to meet.  Considering that many community agencies rely heavily on the work of volunteers, resources which enable volunteer workers to deliver services more effectively and adequately should be a high priority.

The sort of social and economic re-orientation suggested by these principles and the examples we have identified require a substantial increase in government funding, however, it is our belief that measures that enable our nation to move towards a more just and equitable order will have immeasurable benefits in promoting social harmony, economic productivity and the reduction of costs associated with social disadvantage and alienation.
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