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About NCOSS

The Council of Social Service of NSW (NCOSS) is an independent non-government organisation and is the peak body for the social and community services sector in NSW.  NCOSS works with its members on behalf of disadvantaged people and communities towards achieving social justice in New South Wales.  It was established in 1935 and is part of a national network of Councils of Social Service which operate in each State and Territory and at Commonwealth level.

NCOSS membership is composed of community organisations and interested individuals.  Through current membership forums, NCOSS represents more than 7,000 community organisations and over 85,000 consumers and individuals. Member organisations are diverse, including unfunded self-help groups, children’s services, youth services emergency relief agencies, chronic illness organisations, local indigenous community organisations, church groups, and a range of population-specific consumer advocacy agencies.

Introduction

As an active member of the Australian Council of Social Service, NCOSS supports the much longer and more detailed submission submitted by that organisation.  This includes support for all of the recommendations contained therein.

Given that ACOSS has addressed the terms of reference in much more detail, this submission focuses on the interaction between Commonwealth and State programs.  In particular, it highlights the way in which problems in the connections between Commonwealth and State programs can reinforce poverty, unemployment, homelessness and poor health. 

All of these issues will be addressed in the context of paragraph 1(d) of the terms of reference:

the effectiveness of other programs and supports in reducing cost pressures on individual and household budgets, and building their capacity to be financially self-sufficient.

Obviously the Commonwealth has the capacity to influences the causes and alleviate the effects of poverty through its control of the social security and taxation systems.  The Commonwealth and states share some control over health, housing and community services through Commonwealth-State agreements and through programs and services directly funded by each level of government.  However, the states also have the capacity to influence living costs and levels of disposable household income through their influence on the prices of core services.  

This submission will focus on the role of state and territory governments in relation to the causes and alleviation of poverty with specific references to state-based concessions, housing, children’s services and oral health in New South Wales.

While the examples in this document are drawn from New South Wales, they are intended to demonstrate the need for a national approach to the alleviation of poverty that addresses the role of the states and territories as well as the Commonwealth.

State Concessions

State and territory government concession schemes demonstrate the problems that arise in the interaction between Commonwealth Government Centrelink payments and state programs.  These schemes vary significantly between states and territories but all experience similar difficulties in ensuring rational outcomes for individuals and families on low incomes.

This submission refers to the two major types of concessions for people on low incomes in New South Wales:  transport concessions and utility concessions.

Transport concessions

Affordable transport is important in facilitating access to education, employment, health and community services.  All of these activities are important in alleviating poverty.  Transport also plays an important role in providing access to social and community life.

Concession fares are the best way to make transport affordable, particularly for people who have no access to a motor vehicle.  There are also broader economic and environmental benefits from encouraging greater use of public transport.  Despite the clear importance of using concessions to increase the affordability of transport for people on low incomes, there are many disadvantaged people in New South Wales who are denied access to concessions.

There are many forms of transport concessions in NSW but the problems with the system are best demonstrated by reference to the NSW Half Fare Entitlement Card.  This card is available to people who receive the full rate of certain Centrelink payments.  The use of the full rate of payment as a de facto means test distorts the system by excluding many people on low incomes.  These include:

· Many young unemployed people: Because young unemployed people are considered to be dependent on their parents until the age of 21, their parents’ income can reduce the rate of Youth Allowance, thereby precluding access to a Half Fare Entitlement Card.  In effect, the parents’ combined income is over $27,400, the young person will not have access to the card.  This is a relatively low level of household income particularly when the potential costs of transport are considered.

· Unemployed people who have been breached by Centrelink:  Once an unemployed person has their allowance reduced as a result of a Centrelink breach, they cease to be eligible for a Half Fare Entitlement Card.  A person in these circumstances is generally required to continue looking for work at a reduced rate of payment.  To then require that person to pay double the previous price for transport makes it extremely difficult for them to continue meeting Centrelink requirements, greatly increasing the likelihood of another breach.

These examples demonstrate how the system of transport concessions in NSW militates against the attempts of unemployed people to find work and, indeed, to meet the requirements of Centrelink.  Unemployed people receiving youth allowance or newstart allowance are required to undertake a number of activities in order to continue to receive the allowance, including being prepared to travel for up to 90 minutes each way in order to look for work.  One 90 minute round trip can cost in excess of $20 on the Sydney rail system for a person without a concession card.  These costs can be much higher in outer metropolitan areas and regional areas where transport is privately operated.  Clearly these costs are prohibitive for people who are dependent on newstart allowance or youth allowance.

Energy concessions
Energy is a basic need for any household.  While energy markets have been subject to increased competition in recent years, the reality is that the number of retailers in New South Wales is still small, meaning that consumers on low incomes still face significant costs without any great differences in prices between retailers.

The State Government provides a concession scheme that provides a rebate of $112 per year.  While this is a substantial level of assistance, it is only available to people who:

· hold a Centrelink or Department of Veterans Affairs Pensioner Concession Card; or

· receive a Department of Veterans Affairs Disability Pension at the "totally and permanently incapacitated" rate; and

· whose electricity account at their principal place of residence is in their name or jointly in their name. 

These criteria have the effect of excluding a number of people on very low incomes.  People who receive Centrelink payments that are not pensions, such as unemployed people, students and people on sickness allowance are ineligible for the rebate.  There are also many people who are unable to have an electricity account in their name because of the nature of their housing.  Residents of caravan parks and boarding houses are often charged for electricity on the basis of usage but metering arrangements prevent individual billing by the energy retailer.   These residents, who are often on extremely low incomes are therefore unable to meet the criteria for the rebate.

These gaps in the provision of transport and energy concessions demonstrate the limitations of any attempt to alleviate poverty solely through the social security and taxation systems.  Any changes to these systems can be easily counteracted by the high costs of transport and energy unless transport and energy concessions are appropriately targeted.

Recommendation:

That the Commonwealth negotiate an agreement with state and territory governments on the relationship between income support payments and concessions that articulates:

· minimum standards for transport concessions for students and jobseekers, including jobseekers who have been breached;

· agreement that changes to concessions should be targeted on the basis of need rather than being targeted solely to pension recipients;

· a process for regular publication of easily accessible information on the concession regimes in place in each state and territory and their linkages to the income support system.

Housing

Housing, like transport and energy, is core living expense.  The cost of housing is, therefore, a key influence on poverty.  The 1991 National Housing Strategy identified 30% of gross income as the appropriate benchmark for housing affordability.  Housing affordability is particularly acute where a person’s income falls in the two lower quintiles, i.e. the lower 40% of income distribution.  Where this is the case and that person spends more than 25% to 30% of his or her income on housing payments, that individual is deemed to be experiencing ‘housing stress’.

Social housing – including both public and community housing – is an important element of government attempts to provide affordable housing for people on low incomes.  The social housing system in New South Wales, as in other states and territories currently faces financial crisis.  A number of factors have driven that crisis, but two of the most significant financial factors are:

· the Commonwealth  Government’s commitment to reducing its financial contribution to the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement; and

· the dramatic increase in the proportion of social housing tenants who are recipients of Centrelink payments.

The impact of the former of these factors is obvious.  The impact of the latter has been to increase the number of tenants paying rebated rents, thereby reducing rental income across the system.

Of course, not all people on low incomes have access to social housing.  1999 ABS data suggests that private tenants were the group most at risk of suffering housing stress.  54% of private tenants experience housing stress, a rate twice as high as for purchasing owners and six times higher than for public tenants.

This brief discussion of housing affordability indicates that the responses cannot be simple.  It is for this reason that NCOSS urges the Committee to adopt the recommendation proposed by ACOSS for the development of a National Housing Strategy.

Recommendation:

That the Commonwealth, in conjunction with state and territory governments, develop a national housing strategy that includes specific strategies to achieve growth in the supply of affordable housing, a substantial increase in the supply of social housing, the development of measures for housing affordability and a reduction in discrimination against disadvantaged people in the housing market.  This strategy should be underpinned by increases in grant funding, rental assistance and income support payments.

Early childhood education

Access to early childhood education is critical to any attempt to alleviate poverty.  Universal access to early childhood education is vital if children are to have equal opportunities to participate in education in later stages of their life.  

This area, where responsibility for children’s services and education meet, is one of the best examples of the policy dislocation created by the federal system.  A comparison of preschool fees across Australia demonstrates the dramatic differences in affordability of preschool education:

	1999/2000
	NSW
	VIC
	QLD
	SA
	WA
	ACT
	NT

	Av hourly fee
	$1.86*
	$1.15
	$1.95*


	
	
	
	

	Voluntary contribution per hour
	
	
	
	$0.45
	$0.08
	$0.47
	$0.28


*Pre-schools attached to the Education system were free, but a higher proportion of pre-schools are attached to the Education system in Queensland than in NSW.

Source:  Productivity Commission: Government Service Provision, 2001

Table 14.1, p.648

The differences in affordability are largely explained through differences in the level of investment by state and territory governments.  According to the NSW Commission for Children and Young People:
“NSW invests a total of $150.90 per child for child care and preschool, comparing unfavourably with the average investment made by other States and Territories of $350.74. While this can partially be explained by the fact that NSW has not taken the initiative of providing a free year of preschool for all 4 yr olds, NSW also contributes considerably less to other forms of child care per child than a number of other States and Territories do”.

(Report of an Inquiry into the best means of assisting Children and Young People with no-one to turn to, 2002, p.69)

Unless the level of state and territory expenditure in key areas such as early childhood education is monitored and influenced, the capacity of the Commonwealth to alleviate poverty through taxation and Centrelink payments will be hampered.  Just as there are National Goals for Schooling, it is time to adopt national goals for preschool education.

Recommendation:

That the Commonwealth, in conjunction with the States, develop national goals and benchmarks for growth in the participation of children in early childhood education and for affordability of early childhood education.

Oral Health

Although the linkages between poverty and health are much broader than oral health, oral health is an area in which both these linkages and the impact of Commonwealth-State interactions are most clearly demonstrated.

People with visible dental decay and health loss can experience discrimination in gaining employment, as well as in dealing with landlords, bank managers, police, magistrates and juries.  As people on low incomes are more likely to experience visible dental decay and tooth loss, this discrimination perpetuates poverty and disadvantage, as stated by the Community Affairs Committee in its 1998 Report on Public Dental Services (pp 4 & 9)

The Committee also found statistical support for the links between poverty and oral health:

· People aged 45-64 in the lowest 20% of household incomes are 8 times more likely to have no natural teeth and 1.7 times more likely to wear a denture than people in the wealthiest 20% of household incomes. 

· People aged 45-64 in the lowest 20% of household incomes had an average of 4.5 fewer teeth than the wealthiest 20%.

· Of those who retain natural teeth, people in the lowest 20% of household incomes are 2.4 times more likely as those from the wealthiest 20% not to have visited a dentist in the past 5 years.  (p 6)

Access to oral health care has declined dramatically since the abolition of the Commonwealth Dental Health Program in 1997.  In that year there were 118,504 people waiting in New South Wales, with waiting times of up to 4.5 years (figures provided by NSW Health, January 1998).   As at March 2001, NCOSS estimated that there were in excess of 250,000 disadvantaged people with tooth decay or gum disease living in New South Wales who were unable to obtain public dental treatment.  

While the NSW State Government has since 1997 provided funding to address some unmet need, a renewed Commonwealth commitment to a public dental program is vital in order to reduce the number of people on low incomes who experience poor oral health without access to treatment.

Recommendation:

That the Commonwealth re-establish a publicly funded dental program with the following targets:

· that no person should have to wait more than 24 hours for emergency dental care;

· that treatment should be available for decayed teeth and oral health diseases in time to prevent expensive, complicated dental care or tooth loss;

· that regular dental checkups should be available, at least every 3 years.

Conclusion 

This submission argues that poverty cannot be addressed by the taxation and social security systems alone.  Any attempt to alleviate poverty must include strategies to ensure that basic living costs, such as energy, transport, health, housing and education, are within the reach of all families and individuals.  While the difficulties created by a federal system may never be eliminated, they can be mitigated by nationally agreed goals, targets and strategies in key areas.  NCOSS urges the Committee to recommend that the Commonwealth lead this process, in cooperation with state and territory governments.
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