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Canterbury/ Bankstown Migrant Resource Centre

Level 2, 59-63 Evaline St, Campsie, PO BOX 503  NSW 2194

Ph. (02) 9789 3744  Fax (02) 9718 0236

Email. coord@cbmrc.org.au

The Canterbury/ Bankstown Migrant Resource Centre (CB MRC) is located in Campsie, NSW.  It was first funded by the Department of Immigration and Multicultural affairs in 1986.  Since that time, the CB MRC has been instrumental in the development of a range of project and initiatives in the region.

The CBMRC is a community based organisation providing direct services for migrants, refugees and humanitarian entrants. We network with local support services in community, government and private sectors to assist you in meeting your settlement needs. The centre is run by a community management committee elected every year by its membership which is open to all who wish to join.


The centre also provides tenancy information and advice to private and public tenants in the Southern Sydney Local Government Areas
SENATE COMMUNITY AFFAIRS REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO POVERTY IN AUSTRALIA

Terms of reference

1. (a) the extent, nature and financial cost of:

(i) poverty and inequality in Australia

The experience of poverty and inequality in migrant and refugee communities is extensive and the full nature of this experience is yet to be completely documented and researched.  The issues of concern raised in this submission are derived from the casework delivered by the Canterbury/ Bankstown Migrant Resource Centre through its various settlement assistance projects.

The extent to which migrants and refugees experience poverty and inequality derives from their experience of settlement in the Australian community.  Factors such as English Language proficiency, pre and post migration labour market experiences, obtaining recognition of overseas qualifications, access to adequate income-support payments and accessing culturally appropriate support services, all impact on successful settlement.

In Australia, the ability to communicate in English is vital as it is associated with labour market success, accessing education and training opportunities, gaining information about services and finding secure and affordable housing.  The extent to which migrant and refugees have access to English tuition, will affect the level of poverty and inequality that they will experience in Australia.

The initial settlement experience is crucial for a successful progress of adjustment and participation for migrants and refugees.  The Canterbury/ Bankstown Migrant Resource Centre has come across many cases that even after three years of being in Australia, a considerable proportion of migrants still have poor English Skills.  It raises the question whether the 510 hours or 600 hours, in some cases, provided by the AMEP Program is enough to overcome the barriers to poor language skills. Refugees who arrived in Australia with a humanitarian visa were far more likely than other refugee groups to lack English language skills.  Further more, other research has indicated that migrant and refugee women may experience further disadvantage in accessing English Language learning opportunities due to their domestic and caring responsibilities and commitments. 

The inability to completely master the English language will therefore impact on every aspect of settlement for migrant and refugees and their experience with poverty and inequality.

Recommendation 1:  Further research should be undertaken to improve access to English language tuition for refugees with a humanitarian visa, with a specific focus on women.

Many recent arrivals, either through humanitarian entry or skilled migration, often find it difficult to find employment that is in their field of expertise or find employment which is not poorly remunerated.  Many first generation CLDB people experience lower socio-economic status compared to non-CLDB.  This is often directly related to a range of barriers to well paid employment.  These barriers include poor English skills, lower educational opportunities and limited cultural and social skills in the “mainstream” work culture.

Unscrupulous employers often exploit  migrants who are overseas qualified and highly skilled by under- employing them , and most  have no other options because of financial hardship .  Systematic discrimination, racism and stereotyping by potential employers and (if employed) by fellow employees in many industries do happen but often covertly and much more difficult to substantiate.

Recommendation 2: Statutory bodies (for Engineering, medicine and architecture) should educate employers in these areas as to raise awareness of the potential of employing overseas qualified migrants
Support services available to migrants and refugees play a key role in successful settlement.  Settlement support services such as migrant resource centres are used by migrants and refugees to help them look for work, with financial matters, in learning English, in finding housing and accommodation and accessing health services.  Whilst these services are used frequently by migrants and refugees, there continues to be an ongoing struggle for adequate services to meet the demands and requirement of migrant and refugee communities.

Community workers have noted that migrants and refugees continue to need settlement assistance after the initial period of two years which is considered adequate by the Department of Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs.  If migrants and refugees do not receive continuous settlement assistance, it is likely that the poverty and disadvantaged experienced by this group will continue for the generations to follow.  Cycles of poverty and social disadvantage can continue for generations to come if the first generations of immigrants are not given successful and equitable opportunities to fully participate in every aspect of the Australia community.     

Recommendation 3: (a) A more thorough research should be conducted on this issue to determine the length of time when settlement assistance is considered ‘adequate’

(b) More funding should be made available to settlement support services to be able to meet the ongoing settlement needs of clients so as to facilitate their full participation in the social and economic life of the Australian society.

1. (c) The effectiveness of income-support payments in protecting individuals and households from poverty

The Social Security Legislation Amendment (Newly Arrived Resident’s Waiting Periods and other Measures) Act 1997 has effectively removed the “safety net” for migrants arriving or attaining permanent residence after 4 March 1997
.  This Act introduced a two-year waiting period for all social security income support payments except the age pension, sole parent pension and disability support pension (which already had a residency-based qualification criteria) and the family payment
.  

The problems that people are experiencing are in some ways similar to those experienced generally by people with very low incomes, except that the severity is often much worse.

There has been documented cases of the serious affect of the two year waiting period on newly arrived migrants, for example:

· people suffering mental health problems consequent upon lack of nutrition because they have been unable to afford to purchase adequate food

· poor housing and homelessness

· exposure to workforce exploitation, such as being forced to become an unpaid household servant in a relative’s house

· Depressive illnesses among clients who are subject to the two year waiting period

· Vulnerability as they frequently have no established support or information in the form of family and friends.

· Loss of community contacts 

· Family breakdown

In some cases, Special Benefit has been granted as a result of these problems, problem that arose only because of the initial failure to provide support.  In other words, people are being forced into crisis before they receive assistance
.

Recommendation 4: That the Two Year Waiting Period be re-considered as it is a big (if not the biggest) barrier  to the alleviation of poverty in Australia.

Most clients held a ‘rosy’ but genuine view that they would obtain some kind of employment in Australia, even if not immediately in their usual fields, shortly after arrival.  Some clients explained that they thought this because they had been selected for migration to Australia on the basis that they are skilled and also on the basis of information available in their country of origin regarding Australia.  Subsequent to arrival in Australia the client was unable to obtain employment and funds brought with them were quickly expended on the basic living expenses.

The waiting period continues to seriously hamper the settlement process for many migrants who have been unable to find work and whose savings are not adequate to sustain them.

The policy also places additional strain on extended family members, as well as on the services that provide support to low income Australians.

Recommendation 5: Some mechanism should be put in place so that people entering Australia on skilled migration should be able to get assistance to find jobs in their field of expertise. Assessment of qualifications for eligibility for migration should be the same as eligibility for employment.

Whilst there are currently some exemptions to the waiting period, a central issue at present is access to the Special Benefit.  This payment is the last option for payment to people in hardship with no other means of support.  The conditions for access to this payment are different for newly arrived migrants to the rest of the Australian community.  Effectively, many people are struggling but because their circumstances have not changed “beyond their control” since their arrival they are ineligible.

The hardship Special Benefit is now only available to those experiencing an unanticipated event.  Such events are basically limited to occurrences related to the sponsor: for example, where the sponsor’s business collapses or job is lost, or where the sponsor rejects the marriage and absconds
.  Even pregnancy or the birth of a child will not suffice because, for spouses, these are not unanticipated events.  But events such as the newly arrived migrant’s inability to find employment or simply having empty pockets, which previously would have been grounds for the migrant to access the Special Benefit, no longer qualify.  Such problems are now the responsibility of the sponsor.  An irresponsible sponsor can still walk away from his or her promises to support the spouse or other immediate relative sponsored without financial penalty.  The two year waiting period does not seem to deter parent migration and has done little to curb the long term welfare problems associated with older migrants.  The procedures allow many sponsors to bring parents here who the sponsors cannot provide for, or for various reasons are unwilling to accept responsibility.

Recommendation 6:  A satisfactory solution must involve more examination of the capacity of the sponsor to provide for all the various relatives in question.

A second issue that must be highlighted is the link between waiting period and other forms of assistance available in Australia.  For example, if you are not in receipt of and income support payment you are unable to access intensive employment assistance in the job network.

Independent skilled migrants – the group most vulnerable to the waiting period because they frequently have no support in Australia – are also the group that bring with them the valuable skills and education that form the rationale for the skilled migration program.  To the extent that these people have a reduced ability to contribute these skills and education as a result of having to spend a period in extreme destitution –with all the associated health and social problems – there are efficiency losses to the economy. 

Skilled migrants with qualifications in certain areas will have to accept employment below their skills level.  In time, exclusion from their field of expertise will place these skilled migrants in a difficult position when attempting to re-enter their profession.

This can lead to potentially exploitative situations where migrants will be forced to accept substandard rates of pay and working conditions as they have no other source of income.

Further, access to Child Care fee relief, Travel concessions and Rent Assistance and other programs and assistance, are also blocked due to the waiting period.

A significant number of benefits included in the legislation directly and indirectly affect women:

· Carer’s Pension

· Partner Allowance

· Parenting Allowance

· Widow Allowance

· Sickness Benefit

The traditional role of women as carers in addition to their low socio-economic status in society renders migrant women who fall under the ‘two year waiting period’ legislation the most disadvantaged by this bill.

It was found that a significant number of newly arrived migrants are willing, but due to financial and other constraints are unable, to attend English classes.

The affect of providing no assistance to persons in dire need is counter productive in the long term as it prevents the persons from effectively participating in and eventually contributing to Australian society.

Research undertaken by the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research (BIMPR) indicates newly arrived migrants contribute more in the long term than any proposed short term budgetary savings if residents are provided with effective settlement services.

The results suggest that the ‘two year waiting period’ is generally detrimental to the settlement process of newly arrived migrants and tends to compound the already existing issues associated with migration (for example, problems with gaining employment, housing, transport, language issues).
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