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UNITING CHURCH IN AUSTRALIA

Introduction

The Uniting Church in Australia, a union of three denominations (Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregational), was inaugurated in 1977. In the Statement to the Nation offered on the occasion of the Church’s inauguration, the Uniting Church in Australia (UCA) made the following affirmations: 

We affirm our eagerness to uphold basic Christian values and principles, such as the importance of every human being, the need for integrity in public life, the proclamation of truth and justice, the rights for each citizen to participate in decision-making in the community, religious liberty and personal dignity, and a concern for the welfare of the whole human race. 

The Uniting Church believes that every individual is equal before God regardless of background. The Church considers the world is a community in which all members are responsible for each other and the strongest have a special responsibility for the vulnerable. Christianity teaches that all humanity will be judged by its attitude to neighbours, visitors and strangers. Christians believe that Australians should show concern for the suffering because Christ first loved us.
 
This submission to the Inquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship is made by the Uniting Church agencies UnitingCare Australia and Uniting Justice Australia.

UnitingCare Australia represents over 400 Uniting Church community service agencies located in every State and Territory of Australia, and providing services to over 1 million Australians annually. This submission is the product of close consultation with agencies that on a daily basis work with thousands of Australian families and children experiencing the effects of poverty. 

Uniting Justice Australia is an agency of the national Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia. It works with a network of social justice staff in various Uniting Church agencies around Australia. These staff work actively with the church, community organisations and unions on matters such as human rights, poverty, unemployment and health.

The work of all these Uniting Church agencies is based on principles such as honouring the dignity of all people, working toward the social good in community, restoring human relationships, and advocating for those most disadvantaged in society.
Executive Summary and Recommendation

The Uniting Church considers poverty to be a violation of human rights and to stand in opposition to the Christian understanding of what it is to be human. Human beings have not only basic physical needs such as food, shelter, clothing and health care, but also further needs, such as the need for participation in society. When all these basic needs are fulfilled, they flourish. The experience of exclusion, the sense of difference, and the loss of control and capacity to create one’s future are some of the threads that link financial hardship and low material well-being to personal and social well-being.

The Uniting Church is concerned about the widening gap between rich and poor Australians which stands in opposition to our vision of an ‘Australian society…guided by a commitment to justice, full participation by its citizens in its shared life and a particular concern for those who are most disadvantaged and marginalised.’
 Inequality is bad for all Australians. As well as being an indicator of our failure to be a compassionate society, substantial social and economic distance between members of our society leads to lower overall levels of health and well-being within Australia. 

The Australian government must address poverty because it violates human dignity and basic human rights. Also, Australia simply cannot afford the costs of poverty: the human costs born by individuals; the erosion of the social fabric and the severe limitations which it places on the future health, wealth and well-being of our nation.

Any successful approach directed at reducing poverty will take account of the variety of ways in which poverty is experienced by Australians and will strive to enable the free expression of the hopes and dreams of all Australians. At critical points in the human lifespan the effects of poverty on future life outcomes may be seen to accumulate leading to further poverty. The recommendation that we offer in this submission is designed to support vulnerable people at critical points in their lives.

Recommendation

That the Federal government work with State and Territory governments to develop a national Whole of Government Anti-Poverty Agreement. That this Agreement include:

· the development, in consultation with the research and community sectors, of agreed national poverty benchmarks pertaining to agreed poverty indicators to measure the effectiveness of strategies to improve the well-being of the poorest groups; and 

· the development, in consultation with the business, research and community sectors, of an integrated approach to: 

· Early childhood education and care;

· Ageing;

· Disability;

· Indigenous Australians;

· Homelessness;

· Working poverty; and

· Unemployment.

This National Strategy will include the following prevention and intervention strategies:

(i) The development and implementation of primary health programs and services for vulnerable groups and communities with Indigenous health being addressed as the most important national health issue. Strategies to address Indigenous health must be: culturally appropriate; coordinated by the Commonwealth; achieved through a partnership model with the participation of Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander people and communities; and must be directed towards the goal of achieving levels of health enjoyed by the non-Indigenous population.

(ii) Adequate resourcing for public schools in disadvantaged communities.

(iii) Attention to the particular effects of social and economic policies on people living in disadvantaged communities and regions.
(iv) The implementation of macro-economic reforms in order to reduce structural unemployment and assist the long-term unemployed.  These reforms will include the setting of targets for job creation, effective economic management, a pro-active industry policy, a focus on local and regional development, maintaining public and community infrastructure and jobs and supporting equal access to work through effective labour market programs. Extra requirements on the unemployed while the current situation of structural unemployment exists to cease.

(v) Legislation and enforcement mechanisms to ensure adequate pay, conditions and security for the casual labour force.

(vi) The implementation of a social security system that is adequately resourced with pensions and benefits distributed to ensure that everyone receives an adequate income; all benefits to be increased to the same base rate as the pension.

The Extent, Nature and Financial Cost of Poverty and Inequality

Poverty and Inequality in Australia

Poverty is essentially the lack of the means to live. At the heart of any consideration of poverty lies the issue of what is needed to live ‘a decent life’ and, more fundamentally, what it is to be human. The Uniting Church in Australia’s understanding of people’s needs has two foundations: the Christian understanding of the human person and the international human rights instruments.

The Uniting Church affirms the declarations of human rights, as stated by the United Nations, which recognise that by virtue of their creation human beings have basic rights including free speech, food, shelter, education, health, work and safety, and the right to worship in their own way. Poverty is a violation of these basic human rights.

The Christian tradition understands that people have, in addition to basic physical needs such as food, shelter and clothing, other basic needs, such as the need for education, the need to participate in society and contribute to the common good, the need for intellectual, cultural and creative activity, the need to participate in religious activity and community and the need for rest and recreation. Without these other basic needs being met, human beings may survive but do not flourish. 
 People need both the time and the money for these activities. Where income is too low, people are forced to ignore some of these needs, either because they lack the income to participate, or because they work longer hours to make up for low wages, and thereby lack the time.

In addition to the resources of time and money, people need to experience social inclusion. Communal attachments are at the heart of people’s sense of well-being. It is the lack of such attachments—the experience of exclusion and discrimination—that are key factors at the heart of the persistent and pervasive health and social problems associated with poverty and disadvantage in developed societies. The experience of exclusion, the sense of difference, and the loss of control and capacity to create one’s future are some of the threads that link low material well-being to personal and social well-being. 
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For people on a low income, unexpected illness or a visit to the dentist can be financially disastrous.

Some groups are particularly vulnerable to poverty. These include those with disabilities and the ageing. As Australia’s ageing population increases in proportion to the overall population over the next couple of decades,
 this problem will only become greater in magnitude. Lack of secure and appropriate housing and accommodation significantly contributes to the poverty experienced by vulnerable individuals and communities. A National Anti-Poverty Strategy must include a comprehensive and integrated approach to housing, disability and ageing. 

A society in which there is substantial inequality of access to the means to live falls short of being a just, participatory and compassionate society that cares for its most vulnerable members. Evidence shows that societies with a substantial social and economic distance between members exhibit lower overall levels of health and well-being than societies where these differences are less pronounced. These socio-economic differences show up particularly starkly in the health outcomes of poorer sections of populations. This so-called ‘gradient effect’ applies not only to physical and mental health but also for a wide range of other developmental outcomes, including behavioural adjustment and literacy and numeracy levels
 

In response to the debate about ways of measuring poverty, in early 2002 UnitingCare Australia called a Community sector poverty forum, and all participants agreed that the people in poverty should be at the centre of the debate, not arguments about figures.
 Nevertheless, these measurements will be a useful tool in any strategy to combat poverty. Recent studies have estimated that somewhere in the range of 8.7% - 13%
 of Australians are living in poverty.

We urge the Federal Government to work with State and Territory Governments, and the community, research and business sectors to develop agreed national poverty benchmarks and indicators to measure poverty as part of a National Anti-Poverty Strategy.

While we urge the Australian government to address poverty because it violates human dignity and basic human rights, we also argue in this submission that Australia cannot afford the financial costs of poverty. The links which poverty has with social ills such as poor health, crime and child maltreatment will be costly to our nation as will the loss associated with people not developing to their full potential. 
Child Poverty in Australia

[image: image3.png]



One critical point at which poverty affects individuals is during childhood where poverty powerfully influences growth and development and children’s ability to utilise their unique skills and abilities. 

UnitingCare and Uniting Justice Australia are concerned that the life potential of children who grow up in situations of poverty is diminished as a direct result of being poor. The international early childhood literature clearly makes the case that poverty is linked to an increased risk of children and young people experiencing ill-health, low educational attainment, mental health issues, drug-taking, high-risk sexual behaviour, vulnerability to child maltreatment and heightened risk of suicide and involvement in juvenile delinquency and crime. 

Educational disadvantage, which is linked with poverty, is established very early in life (between birth and eight years). It may result in lifelong low literacy, numeracy and communication skills, diminished active and productive participation in society and severely limited employment opportunities. Early education and care are vital if children are to be cognitively, socially and emotionally ready for formal primary schooling. 
As well as these direct effects on the child’s life chances, poverty from an early age can have an indirect effect of excluding or diminishing opportunities for participation as part of community. The lack of access to participatory processes and citizenship has been described in the following way:
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The experience of poverty from an early age combined with low educational attainment and limited opportunity for social inclusion can impair an individual’s ability to understand how systems work, in turn influencing the individual’s capacity for decision making and their sense of control over their own lives.
Disadvantage, often the result of unemployment, affects the capacity of families to care for their children. In the year 2000, more than 300,000 families in Australia with children under 15 had no one in paid work
. 

The existence of child poverty in Australia is clearly a denial of basic human needs and, on these grounds alone, must not be allowed to continue. However, the financial costs to Australia are significant also. While investment in Australia’s children by tackling child poverty will clearly reduce spending significantly in years to come in areas such as health and criminal justice, addressing child poverty must also be considered to constitute an investment in the creative and entrepreneurial capital of our nation. 

Poverty in Australian Communities and Regions

Although many Australians would like to think we live in a society that offers a ‘fair go for all’, it is clear that households in some Australian communities and regions experience much less opportunity for a decent life than others. 

Poverty is being increasingly concentrated in certain neighbourhoods.
 People who are poor can only afford to live in some regions; people who are rich prefer other neighbourhoods. This means children will now often grow up not only in a family on a low income, but in a neighbourhood made up of such families and therefore without access to many facilities and resources. 

Location affects matters such as the availability of jobs, low-cost adequate housing, and access to public transport, hospitals, schools and childcare as well as networks of ‘friendship, kinship and mutual support’.
 Communities in regions with single sector employment are particularly vulnerable to changes in policy that result in the movement of job opportunities away from the region. This disadvantage may be compounded in regions offering unskilled employment as the job market increasingly moves towards skilled labour. Census data suggests that that those from low income neighbourhoods are increasingly experiencing unemployment.

The incidence of poverty is much higher amongst Indigenous Australians than it is amongst the general population. Indigenous Australians die earlier than non-Indigenous Australians, they are likely to live in more crowded conditions, have less formal education and be unemployed, earn less than other Australians and be imprisoned.
 Sound health policy for Aboriginal and Islander Australians will need to pay attention to: definitions of health agreed by Indigenous communities, community controlled organisations and government institutions; be effectively coordinated by the Commonwealth, and involve the cooperation of State and local government; be culturally appropriate and be based on an effective partnership between Aboriginal and Islander communities and the health system.
 Strategies to address Indigenous health need to be directed towards the goal of achieving levels of health enjoyed by the non-Indigenous population. In assessing Indigenous poverty, the particular needs of Aboriginal people as a result of the history of colonisation and also the ways in which Aboriginal people view poverty according to their cultural needs need to be taken into account. Control over land and cultural sites, relationships with family and the ability to meet cultural obligations are key determinants of whether an Aboriginal person is in poverty or not. 

Labour Markets and Unemployment

Labour market changes have had substantial effects on poverty in Australia.  While the rate of unemployment has been dropping over recent years, unemployment remains a serious problem with over 600,000 Australians without even an hour of work in the last week.
  Of further concern is the number of people who have been unemployed for more than 52 weeks. The number of people in this category is approximately 392,000 which is higher than it was in 1996.

The longer a person stays unemployed, the more difficult it becomes to find employment. The Job Network system has found it difficult to assist this group. While the proposed reforms under the Employment Services Contract 3, beginning July 1 2003, will go some way to alleviate this problem, further strategies will be required to address this problem. 

There are currently six unemployed people for every available job. This means that policies simply requiring more activity from job seekers will be insufficient to address the current unemployment problem.  The structural failure of the labour market to create sufficient employment for all who seek it will need to be addressed at a macro-economic level. This will need to include the setting of targets for job creation, effective economic management, a pro-active industry policy, a focus on local and regional development, maintaining public and community infrastructure and jobs and supporting equal access to work through effective labour market programs.
 

Many of the new jobs that have been created are only part time and/or in low wage positions.  It is often suggested that working will have important psychological benefits, and is thus better for individuals and families than not working, even if no additional money is earned.  However, studies consistently suggest that unsatisfactory employment is no better for a person’s psychological well-being than having no job at all.
 Nor do low wage jobs, in general, help job seekers find higher paying employment. Indeed, ‘[low] paid work and unemployment have almost an equally large (negative) impact on the probability of moving to a higher paid job, compared with higher paid employment.’

A further problem is the increasing casualisation of the workforce. The low level of security offered by casual employment increases the level of stress suffered by families and individuals. A further concern is that employees dependent on casual work will be unlikely to say ‘no’ to shifts when they are offered even if there are other family or private responsibilities that need to be fulfilled, for fear of not being offered any more work.  In some areas of the labour force, such as the home-based textile, clothing and footwear industry, adequate pay and conditions are still not enforced. These labour practices are inconsistent with the worth and dignity of human beings. 

The high number of unemployed means that many families have no adult in paid employment.  There is a marked divide between families that are ‘work rich’, with two parents in paid employment, and those families which are ‘work poor’, with no parent in paid employment or only having part-time employment.
 

Income Support Payments and Poverty

A fair and equitable social security system will be founded on an understanding of the intrinsic value of all Australian citizens and the need for all to have an adequate, secure income.  Social support services need to be underpinned by compassion and understanding and the welfare system must be appropriately resourced, in accordance with the human rights obligations of governments and nations.
 Human rights require that the social security system provide an adequate safety net for all Australians. As a first step, all benefits should be increased to the same base rate as the pension. However, simply raising the social security payments above a defined poverty line will not address the root causes of poverty which also require action.

UnitingCare agencies are strongly concerned about ‘breaching’ of welfare recipients which often places people, including children and dependents, in situations of extreme financial hardship and stress; neither does the breaching regime assist people to find employment or other forms of participation in society. UnitingCare is also concerned that the proposed requirements of people receiving the Disability Support Pension, for example, will require strenuous activity testing on some of the most vulnerable members of society.

Overseas approaches to Poverty

We urge the Committee to investigate the development of an anti-poverty strategy similar to that which has been developed in Ireland.  In Ireland the formation of an independent government agency by the name of Combat Poverty
 has been highly successful in reducing poverty.  The agency has been able to work with all levels of government, as well as the community and business sector to promote a just and inclusive society by working for the prevention and elimination of poverty and social exclusion. 

Combat Poverty’s work is carried out under four general functions: policy advice, project support and innovation, research, and public education.  The strategy focuses on: understanding the causes of poverty and social exclusion; an explicit definition of poverty and a global poverty reduction target and five sub-targets in the areas of educational disadvantage, unemployment, adequacy of social transfers, disadvantaged urban areas and rural poverty. The global target relates both to the numbers below relative income poverty lines and experience of basic deprivation (access to necessities measured by a set of non-monetary deprivation indicators)—for example—going without a substantial meal all day and not being able to afford adequate heating.
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‘Paula’ is a single mother with three children, two of whom are dependent upon her. She is from an abusive background and has escaped domestic violence within her marriage. Paula has experienced many difficulties raising her two younger children, of whom one has been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder. The waiting lists for the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service are long and she can’t afford private help. Paula had been trying to buy Christmas presents for her children when her washing machine broke down. She has no savings, so she bought a new machine on hire purchase. Now she is having difficulty making repayments. Paula’s greatest worry at the moment is that she may have to go into hospital for tests and who will look after her children.   (Case Study, Adelaide Central Mission, SA)








‘Linda’, a single 42-year-old Brisbane woman has only been able to gain part-time casual employment, with hours ranging between 15-25 hours per week. There have been occasions when Linda has had no work for 5 days. She is not eligible for Centrelink payments. Linda is residing in sub-standard housing as rent is cheap and she has been informed that she has to wait another three years for Department of Housing accommodation. Her limited and uncertain income makes budgeting difficult and has contributed to her low levels of health and well-being. 


(Lifeline, Qld)





My mum makes $194 a week and she’s got four kids to feed. It’s just not enough. She’s got enough to put food in the kids but then she’s got nothing left and when the electricity bill comes in they have to eat less food…   (UnitingCare Burnside youth service program client, NSW)





Like my daughter, she has friends who come from fairly well off homes and I find that after a while the friendship cools off. The others can do this and do that but she can’t and it affects the relationships.                                                          (parent of UnitingCare Burnside client, NSW)
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